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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the ways in which Facebook is created as a space and how this 
space is produced through the presentation of the self and the friendships that Facebook 
contains. The focus of the thesis is on understanding the interplay between the constraints 
of Facebook’s framework, and how users act within it. To address this focus, this research 
takes a critical realist approach. To embody a critical realist approach in the social 
sciences is to use a combination of methods in order to elucidate the phenomena at hand. 
As such, this research takes a case study approach to Facebook which combines a variety 
of methods in order to approach the object of study. These methods include a structured 
questionnaire, semi-structured interviewing and observation.  
 
From the results generated by these methods, I argue that Facebook, while new in many 
ways, is not inherently more disruptive to friendship than other forms of mediation that 
have preceded it and should be understood as part of a continuum of changes that have 
shaped the expression of friendship. In fact, Facebook removes some of the temporal 
aspects of friendship, being no longer location or place specific as it relocates some of 
these characteristics to Facebook. The architecture of Facebook means that friendships 
become simultaneously dynamic and static, as they can be maintained with little effort, 
while remaining current. Using Facebook as a hub through which to manage friendships 
means that users must present at least a portion of their selves to be presented for 
consumption and comment. Not doing so tacitly resists the pressure that Facebook puts 
on users to be part of its social hum. Deciding on the ‘right’ way to present the self requires 
accounting for the space one is acting in, similar to face-to-face interaction. The sharing of 
the self helps to facilitate impromptu socialising regardless of corporeal presence.  
 
Building on these results, I argue Facebook can be best understood as a parochial space 
that contains known, although not necessarily intimate others. Facebook is a place and a 
space – an abstract space rather than an organic space created by capital for its own 
purposes. Even so, abstract space can be resisted and re-shaped. People demonstrate 
agency in reshaping both in how space is used to ‘get around’, but also in how social 
relations are formed, maintained, ordered and sustained. The popularity of Facebook has 
helped foster a reconfigured parochial sphere that be framed as a return to gemeinschaft, 
and the ‘village square’. There is little of the public realm or the stranger about Facebook. 
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Although Facebook potentially gives the comfort of Tönnies’ gemeinschaft village square it 
does have some important differences. Rather than bestowed through birth and kinship, 
this village is intentionally created and ‘curated’ by the user to meet varied social and 
relational needs and obligations. Relationships are formed, ordered and sustained 
reflexively according to the dictates of Facebook’s architecture and the reflexive 
preferences of the user.  
 
This research extends the current literature by critically re-examining how Facebook can 
be understood as a space beyond dichotomies of public and private. This thesis argues 
that re-contextualising Facebook as a parochial space means that the implications of this 
space for the presentation of the self and the friendships represented within this space 
must also be examined. In critically examining these aspects, this thesis concludes that 
users can and do exert agency to use Facebook in a way that best suits their needs. 
However, social obligations, technical structures, and corporate interests, mean the village 
is not fully within our control. 
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Chapter 1  
Introduction: Facebook and Late Modernity 
 
Never before have there been so many ways to communicate with each other. Over the 
past 100 years, communication technologies have developed rapidly. Previously, the 
primary modes of communication were face-to-face, telephone calls or letters, but these 
are now supplemented with emails, mobile phones, text messages, instant chat 
messaging, internet message boards, video calling and social networking sites, among 
many others. While innovations such as Google Glass1 are currently used by only a 
privileged few, inventions such as Google Glass demonstrate the potential of future 
technologies and the growing myriad of possibilities which shape how we communicate 
with others. However, these possibilities are not always positively embraced.  
Facebook and popular discourse 
 
Rapid technological change has many benefits such as connectivity and convenience, but 
it can also be unsettling and has caused some to react with concern. Growing alongside 
the popularity of social networking sites (SNS) are public concerns that participation in 
social media sites undermines the traditional structure of social relations, weakens ties 
between individuals and isolates them from meaningful social interactions (Pierce and 
Lovrich 2003; Turkle 2011). Understanding these concerns is an important part of 
understanding the context in which Facebook exists, and consequently the context in 
which this project is located.  
One commonly expressed fear is that late modernity’s push towards individualisation has 
made people lonely and that this sense of loneliness is only heightened by social 
networking, which offers the illusion of connection. Connection, it seems is the catch-all-
word used to describe relationships that are at least partially mediated. The idea is that 
                                            
1
 Google Glass is a hands free wearable computer with a head mounted display. Google Glass responds to 
voice commands from the users, and is capable of recording photographs and video. 
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social networking creates the illusion of sharing and engaging with others, but instead it 
provides a hollow substitute. 
Despite the fact that people continue to use Facebook to share personal information about 
their lives with those they know, Sherry Turkle’s (2012, 2013) opinion editorials for 
The New York Times are overwhelmingly negative about the possibility of Facebook 
encouraging sociality. Turkle (2012) broadly argues that technology means that we have 
“sacrificed conversation for connection” as technology has seduced us into not paying 
attention to each other. Turkle (2013) further argues that we have abandoned 
conversation for documentation (e.g. posting photos from events, checking in and 
updating statuses); a symptom of modernity which has encouraged individualisation, 
instead of connection. Turkle (2012) also argues that technology provides a way for us to 
avoid the risk of everyday interaction as it allows us to present the self we want it to be. 
Presenting an ideal self, which is carefully curated, allows us to avoid the messiness of 
human relationships. However, mediated communication and social networks also offer 
new possibilities for connections, presenting the opportunity to connect more, and more 
diversely by allowing us to cultivate relationships outside of the realm of our immediate 
experience. These new connections may in turn offer new opportunities and strengthen 
relationships otherwise strained by time and distance. 
In popular discourse, the negative implications of SNS are emphasised at the expense of 
its positive possibilities. The fear that technologies like Facebook are alienating us from 
each other and somehow stripping away our humanity runs deep. Trend pieces are highly 
particularised and tell stories of individuals’ obsessive Facebook use and subsequent 
addiction (Hafner 2009). The negative assessment of SNS comes primarily from traditional 
media outlets and these media panics amplify the anxieties associated with social media, 
often asserting that today’s young people have no privacy or desire for it (Livingstone 
2008). These responses to technology are not new and similar anxieties surface whenever 
a new and widely adopted technology emerges. The telephone is one technology that also 
sparked a wave of concern about its moral implications (Fischer 1992).Before the 
telephone; concerns were raised that the bicycle would take people away from church on 
Sunday (Fischer 1992). Similar concerns were raised about the automobile. Critics 
expressed concern that the speed of the automobile placed moral temptations within 
reach, which undermined family life (Fischer 1992).While these comments may seem 
absurd now, Fischer (1992) points out that at the time these arguments reflected widely 
held concerns about the latest modern inventions. Concerns about Facebook and its effect 
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on our selves and our social relationships reflect a continuation of these anxieties, which 
can be generally linked to broader concerns about the role of the individual in modern 
society. 
 These anxieties and concerns about mediated communication have not arrived in a 
vacuum. Rather they have been fuelled by the unparalleled growth of SNS; one of the 
most popular new technologies to emerge over the past decade. As at 2014, Facebook 
has been operating for 10 years. Despite its longevity, anxieties and questions about what 
Facebook is and the effect it has on its users persists. The topic of privacy has long been 
of central concern to Facebook. Not only are the social mores around the use of Facebook 
are still developing, there also concerns regarding what Facebook is doing with users’ 
data. Most recently, Facebook has been named as the subject of a class action lawsuit 
pertaining to privacy violations related to the use of users’ data (Shields 2014). A lack of 
consensus about what kind of space Facebook actually is often seems to result in 
situations wherein unsuspecting users are ‘outed’ via Facebook. A recent example of this 
is an American woman who was arrested for theft after posting photos of herself in a dress 
she stole on Facebook (Associated Press 2014). In 2012, a woman was robbed after her 
granddaughter posted photos of her (cash) savings to Facebook (Golijan 2012). Facebook 
posts are increasingly being used as evidence in court cases. In England, a woman who 
falsely claimed benefits for being single with children had her Facebook relationship status 
used as evidence against her (Wilkes 2014). These are but a few examples of many that 
make it to print. There are undoubtedly many more that do not. These stories spark 
discussion and debate (often in the comments sections of articles published online) over 
what claims to privacy an individual using Facebook has. Questions about privacy are 
fundamentally linked to concepts of social space as expectations regarding privacy are 
shaped by the space one is acting within.  
 Alongside these broader discussions are regarding Facebook’s effect at an individual 
level. It is argued that SNS are merely avenues for self-promotion that encourage 
narcissism and a large number of shallow relationships (Buffardi and Campbell 2010). 
Social networks such as Facebook can seduce with their convenience, shiny interfaces 
and ‘always on’ capabilities and offer a seeming respite from the loneliness of everyday life 
by providing an ever-present audience. Social networks, it seems, allow us to be 
connected (and heard) at any time. Over the past few years there have been numerous 
pieces of work that connect Facebook to social disconnection such as Rosen’s (2007) 
piece that links Facebook to narcissism. In 2012, Stephen Marche of The Atlantic asked Is 
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Facebook Making Us Lonely? Marche (2012: np) argued that Facebook has caused us to 
have broader but fewer connections, and that we are currently suffering from 
“unprecedented alienation” and that society is being subsumed to the act of socialising 
online. Marche (2012) further argues that Facebook arrived in a time of increased 
loneliness and appears to offer a panacea to these woes. Marche (2012) spends time 
documenting the rise in loneliness caused by social disintegration. Facebook it seems fits 
into this broader pattern of disconnection. In addition to Marche’s (2012) piece, Konnikova 
(2013) explores the relationship between Facebook and unhappiness in The New Yorker. 
Konnikova (2013), borrowing from several studies, argues that time spent on Facebook 
makes its users unhappier and more envious. These media articles represent just some of 
the many thousands of words of public opinion about Facebook. It is interesting to note, 
that while both Marche (2012) and Konnikova (2013) make attempts to stress that 
contemporary loneliness and unhappiness are more complicated than being on Facebook 
or not, the titles of these articles are resoundingly negative, perhaps to tap in to commonly 
held anxieties about new and persistent technologies. There is little critical discussion 
about the affordances, or positive possibilities, that Facebook provides for its users, or how 
its users might be engaging with the options Facebook offers in a critical or cautious way. 
This is a rather symptomatic approach to Facebook, which regards it as emblematic of 
deeper processes (Fischer 1992). This is a symptom of late modernity, which has 
encouraged individualisation, instead of connection. However, this does not account for 
the user in the cultural context or answer issues regarding the interplay between psyche, 
culture and the technology itself. These opinion pieces argue that we have abandoned 
conversation for documentation (Turkle 2012, 2013) and that somehow we have allowed 
technology to do this to us.  
 
This thesis seeks to position itself in relation to current anxieties and discussions regarding 
Facebook within the context of late modernity. The key processes of late modernity 
discussed here are those of individualisation and the dislocation of place-based 
relationships, as these correspond with the aforementioned concerns surrounding SNS 
generally and Facebook specifically. From this discussion of late modernity, this chapter 
further discusses SNS in relation to these concerns. Following this, I elaborate on the 
research questions and provide a rationale for these questions and the present research. 
This chapter concludes with an overview of the remainder of this thesis. 
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Late Modernity, Individualisation and Place 
 
Concerns about the status of the individual in late modernity are deeply connected to the 
fact that late modernity is the product of extensive social, technological and economic 
change in Western societies. Social change is typified by the dis-embedding of social 
norms and traditions due to the gradual erosion of traditional social structures (Giddens 
1990; Beck 2000). Rosa (2003) characterises this erosion as an acceleration of social 
change that results in an institutional instability, particularly with regard to family and 
occupation. This process has produced the need for individualisation in modern life. 
Individualisation is perhaps mostly succinctly explained by Bauman (2000: 31) who argues 
that “individualisation consists of transforming human ‘identity’ from a ‘given’ into a ‘task’ 
and providing the actors with the responsibility for that task.” Expanding on this, Beck 
(2000) argues that humans are no longer born into identities as they used to be. Instead 
they are tasked with becoming these identities through the process of self-creation and 
self-assertion. However, this process of self-creation has only been made possible by the 
“destructive creativity” (Bauman 2000: 28) of modernity, which destabilises or disembeds 
previous forms of social organisation. The erosion of structures such as class, religion and 
family means that the individual now has more choice and scope to create personal 
biographies and narratives of self (Giddens 1991; Beck 1994). Similarly, Bauman (1992) 
also argues that individuals are now increasingly pushed to create their own identities 
throughout the life course. This definition of individualisation being part of the process of 
modernisation echoes across other authors such as Giddens (1990) as well as Beck, 
Giddens and Lash (1994) who also examined processes of  late modernity and their effect 
on the individual. Identity in late modernity is unstable; as such it is unable to steadily build 
over the life course. This is due in part to the destabilisation of things like employment 
stability, as well as an increased awareness of possibilities beyond one’s immediate 
circumstance (Bauman 1996). As such, Bauman (1996: 18) argues that the task of the 
individual in late modernity is about “avoiding fixation and keeping the options open.” In 
keeping their options open, individuals refuse to commit to things such as a place, 
professional relationships, or even long standing personal relationships (Atkinson 2008). 
The extent to which this process is universally experienced is contested by numerous 
authors, usually on class grounds (Atkinson 2008; Jenkins 2008). 
Alongside the process of individualisation come attendant concerns about the decline of 
community, intimacy and place. According to Beck (1992), individualisation involves 
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disembedding individuals from their old, communal (pre-modern) forms of life into ones in 
which they must assemble their own life paths and attendant identities. Giddens (1990) 
argues that modernity has fundamentally changed the way we experience intimacy. 
Modern life has diminished the traditional communal character of day-to-day existence and 
replaced it with impersonal and specialised relationships and systems. This is seen as a 
detrimental to personal relationships within modern societies (Giddens 1990). Giddens 
(1990) labels this position as ‘conservative’ in nature, it is still reflected in contemporary 
communitarian literature (Etzioni 1996), and is the subject of much ongoing debate (Young 
1990; Younkins 2001; Dixon and Dogan 2005). The reinvigoration of community is seen as 
a panacea to modern depersonalisation and disemebedded-ness that characterise 
contemporary life in Western societies. 
The supposed declined in community and attendant intimacy is often linked to mobility. 
Globally, more people are mobile than ever before. Urry (2003: 4) argues that the current 
patterns of mobility, particularly with regards to tourism, represent “the largest ever 
peaceful movement of people across borders.” Likewise Giddens (1990: 118) argues that 
the mobility identified by Urry means that “[i]n the sense of an embedded affinity to place, 
“community” has indeed largely been destroyed.” This sense of disembedded-ness is also 
facilitated by abstract systems, which further reinforce the loss of the primacy of place that 
Giddens (1990) identifies as being important in pre-modern settings. Place then become 
phantasmagoric as its structures are constituted by forces beyond the local. However, as 
Lefebvre (1991: 86) argues the development of the ‘global’ as a structuring force “does not 
abolish the local” [emphasis in original]. Rather, it results in a multiplicity of social spaces 
that are intertwined in complex ways though networks of exchange, which Giddens (1990) 
argues provide the stability to modern life that was missing in pre-modern structures. 
Abstract systems mean that users are not required to have expert knowledge in order to 
accomplish difficult, complicated or abstract tasks. The system, which embodies and 
arranges expert knowledge into mostly predictable working order, takes care of the 
complexity of the task for us. This transforms intimacy from the necessary mutuality of 
Tönnies’ (1991) gemeinschaft. Instead of needing a personalised relationship of trust to 
accomplish the necessary tasks of living, one instead trusts an impersonal and abstract 
system. This dis-embedding of place and the rise of abstract systems that structure daily 
life has a transformative effect on our relationships, particularly friendships and romantic 
relationships. Friendship, Giddens (1990) asserts, is a way for humans to re-embed in a 
disembedded world; a world in which places can often seem abstract if considered in 
isolation and removed from their social context and the networks that create them. 
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Social Network Sites: Concerns and Possibilities 
 
Facebook is not separate from the contours of late modernity outlined above. In fact, it 
speaks too many of the anxieties around late modernity; that individualisation leads to 
social isolation, through seeming lack of commitment and depth in our social relationships 
(Bauman 2000). When Facebook is situated in the context of these effects, anxieties 
around its increasing social presences make sense. Facebook, in some ways, appears to 
be a continuation of the dis-embedding on social life identified by Giddens.  
Thus the question of place, our relationship to it, and how it affects social relationships is 
at the heart of late modernity. This becomes particularly important when considering the 
role that mediated communication plays in daily life. Are we able to have authentic 
interactions when they are disembedded from place? Dreyfus (1999, 2001) argues that 
authentic relationships require physical presence and suggests without embodied 
engagement there can be no risk, and therefore no commitment. Thus, interactions taking 
place without physical presence are trivialised as insignificant (Dreyfus 1999, 2001). 
However, as Facebook’s growing user base will attest, disembodied places are compelling 
in some way to their users. To understand why this might be, we need to understand how 
this relationship affects our intimate social relationships such as friendship, and if authentic 
self-presentation is possible in disembodied spaces. In disembodied spaces, not only are 
we not corporeally present to account for our actions, but the space where actions take 
place seems to shift and reconfigure continuously. This is partly due to Facebook’s 
continual modification of its layout and other technical features, but is also due to an 
ongoing lack of consensus about what type of space Facebook might be. Facebook it 
seems wants to create a widely ranging public forum that allows people to interface their 
lives with Facebook. This is apparent in its increased integration with many aspects of the 
web, which makes the task of delineating where Facebook starts and stops increasingly 
difficult. While Facebook may have many similarities to a public space, users continue to 
use it to share personal and intimate details about their lives. 
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Research Questions 
 
The advent of technologies like Facebook has given unprecedented scope to present and 
(re)create personal biographies. This seems to be in step with the individualisation that 
scholars observe as being a condition of late modernity, wherein identity becomes a task 
for individuals to manage and create (Giddens 1990; Bauman 2000). Facebook seems 
particularly well suited for this task as it can host various aspects of identity that are 
important in the creation of the self, including family and other personal relationships. It 
can display biographical information, including work history, as well as displaying interests, 
tastes and subcultural affiliations. Facebook represents an important space in which the 
self may be interactively realised. 
Facebook, as a technology is now a rather stable part of the internet landscape and has 
outlasted many of its competitors. I argue that this is in part to it providing a counterpoint to 
some of the ‘disembeddedness’ that characterises late-modern life. Facebook is a place 
that goes with its users no matter how mobile they are. Although Facebook frequently 
changes its design and layout, the core remains the same – it is a place to communicate 
with people you know, regardless of geography and distance. Despite this, scholars still 
speak relatively little about the type of place Facebook might be, which could go some way 
in explaining its relative longevity despite various upheavals such as the introduction of the 
news feed. In order to address what type of place Facebook might be, this research will 
address several questions. Firstly, it asks: 
 To what extent does Facebook influence the way people think about friendship? 
Generally, it is accepted that Facebook contains a number of different types of social 
relationships including family, work colleagues, old school friends, acquaintances and 
friends. I have chosen to address friendship as the primary social relationship examined in 
this research as it targets the core of some of the anxieties surrounding social 
relationships, not only on Facebook, but in late modernity in general. As a voluntary and 
affective relationship, friendship, with its lack of institutional backing, would be the first type 
of relationship to feel the pressures of a disembedded late modern life, such as loss of 
attachment to place and the positions of personal relationships as part of the reflexive 
project of individualisation (Giddens 1990, 1992; Bauman 2000). Does Facebook simply 
extend these trends by enabling us to create a persona vis-à-vis our social relationships? 
To address this I propose the following question: 
24 
 
 How might Facebook affect the way people present their ‘selves’? 
As previously addressed, some scholars such as Dreyfus (1999, 2001) argue that 
authentic relationships require embodied engagement. Without the body present to 
authenticate one’s self-presentation, the concern is that that these relationships lack 
commitment as they are not predicated on the truthful revelation of the self. However, 
Facebook is not an anonymous online space as a person’s friends on Facebook generally 
reflect their offline social life and experience. Examining how the presence of others who 
are able to authenticate or dispute one’s self-presentation affects how Facebook is used 
and, by extension, will also illuminate what type of space Facebook might be.2 Therefore, 
from this I address the question:  
 
• What affordances does this space offers its users? 
This question seeks to answer to the dialectical relationship between the objective 
constraints of an object of technology and how these features are used and understood by 
its users. Facebook is not an unstructured place where users are free to interact with its 
architecture (code) and redesign it in a way that befits their needs and taste. Part of the 
challenge of analysing SNS lies in understanding the affordances offered by them and in 
understanding how individuals use and make sense of these affordances. The term 
‘affordances’ was first coined by Gibson (1979) in his essay titled The Theory of 
Affordances. In this essay Gibson attempts to explain what guides an individual’s use of 
objects in particular ways. For Gibson, an affordance is the possibility for action an object 
contains. In creating this definition, Gibson builds on the theories of Wittgenstein and 
Kofka, by proposing that affordances are defined by perception not by classification. 
Although  the use of certain affordances relies on the perception of them, Gibson (1979) 
notes that the affordances of an object are invariable and always present regardless of 
whether the observer perceives it or not. The term affordance is widely used in 
psychological literature and has also crossed over into social studies of technology and 
SNS more specifically. In this sense, the term affordance is used to invoke the possibilities 
of a technology to facilitate certain behaviours and actions. However, as Gibson argues, 
these affordances only matter because the user sees and understands them. Unlike the 
                                            
2
 While these first two research questions might imply a temporal examination of the friendship and the self, 
doing so with original empirical material is beyond the scope of this thesis. Instead these questions are 
posed in relation to the present context, in which is assumed that Facebook has a transformative effect on 
our friendships and the presentation of the self. 
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static object described by Gibson, the affordances of an SNS can change over time 
sometimes to offer more possibilities for action, or less. SNS are not static objects, but are 
also spaces that are shaped by the interests of the capital that creates them and the users 
who inhabit them. Asking what affordance Facebook has, leads to my final research 
questions: 
 How can Facebook be understood and conceptualised as a space? 
Some definitions 
 
To position this thesis clearly within existing literature, this section defines some frequently 
used terms. This thesis employs several terms which are often used in common parlance, 
although they still need to be defined for analytical clarity. 
Firstly, this thesis uses the term ‘social networking sites’ (SNS) when referring to 
Facebook and other similar sites; not ‘social media’. While these terms are related and 
often used interchangeably in everyday conversation, for the purposes of this thesis, they 
will be understood as two different terms referring to two different, but related phenomena. 
Boyd and Ellison’s (2007) article is widely regarded as the authoritative definition of social 
networking sites, which they term social network sites, as the word ‘networking’ implies the 
creation of new connections even though most social network sites are concerned with the 
maintenance of existing ties. Despite boyd and Ellison’s (2007) many good reasons for 
using network as opposed to networking, networking appears to have become the more 
commonly used and understood term both in scholarship and conversation. As such, this 
thesis will use the term ‘social networking sites’ not ‘social network sites’ when referring to 
technologies that fit these typologies. In my definition of SNS I have followed boyd and 
Ellison (2007:11) who describe SNS as  
web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi-public 
profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they 
share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those 
made by others within the system. 
This definition clearly separates SNS like Facebook and Twitter from other forms of social 
media like YouTube or instant messaging services like MSN as neither of these have all 
three elements which boyd and Ellison identify as being unique to SNS. Despite some 
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conjecture from Beer (2008) that boyd and Ellison’s definition is too broad and lacks 
nuance, it has still been generally adopted within the field. 
 Recently Ellison and boyd (2013) have updated their definition of SNS to reflect the 
changing technoscape. They acknowledge that their definition of SNS has been 
complicated by the proliferation of this technology across a variety of platforms. Now listing 
friends and contacts has spread across media-sharing websites, gaming websites (such 
as Steam) and locative media like Foursquare. The technological affordances of SNS are 
no longer as distinct as they used to be. 
Boyd and Ellison (2013: np) now define SNS as: 
“A social network site is a networked communication platform in which participants 
1) have uniquely identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied content, content 
provided by other users, and/or system-level data; 2) can publicly articulate 
connections that can be viewed and traversed by others; and 3) can consume, 
produce, and/or interact with streams of user-generated content provided by their 
connections on the site.” 
This definition is newly focused on the production of user-supplied content in an attempt to 
differentiate it from other sites, which have the features of an SNS, but without the content. 
However, the assumption that there is an inherently publicness to SNS is still present. This 
updated definition has not yet supplanted the former, with the 2008 definition still being the 
most widely cited. 
This thesis also uses the terms, architecture, space and place in specific ways. The ways 
in which these terms are used in this thesis are defined below: 
Architecture 
For the purposes of this thesis architecture is defined, as per the Oxford English Dictionary 
(OED) as, “Construction or structure generally; both abstract and concrete” (2014: np). 
With particular reference to computers and computing systems the OED (2014: np) 
defines architecture as, “The conceptual structure and overall logical organization of a 
computer or computer-based system from the point of view of its use or design; a 
particular realization of this.”  
 
Place 
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Place, as it is used in this theses refers to both physical and non-physical places like 
Facebook. While place has generally been part of the corporeal realm, the nature of the 
internet challenges the assumption that places can only be found offline. Since the early 
days of the internet spatial language, which brings to mind an arrangement of place has 
been used to describe the internet. Early work, such as Rheingold (2000) reflect this 
understand of the internet as a place structured by its architecture. 
 
Space 
Space is the social manifestation of physical places, which are, in part, shaped by their 
architecture (de Certeau 1984; Lofland 1998). It is what people do in places that gives 
them meaning, and defines their use.  Space is defined by the types of relationships it 
contains (Lofland 1998). 
 
Social Space 
 
The use of the term social space is this thesis follows from Lefebvre (1991: 26) who 
defines social space in the following way, 
"(Social) space is a (social) product [...] the space thus produced also serves as a 
tool of thought and of action [...] in addition to being a means of production it is also 
a means of control, and hence of domination, of power.” 
Research Aims 
 
This study has three key aims, primarily related to its theoretical contribution to the 
literature concerning SNS. At present the majority of this literature is firmly empirical in 
nature and sustained theoretical discussion of the issues raised is still in its early stages; 
though this is not too surprising given the relative infancy of the field. This thesis aims to 
broaden and deepen our sociological understanding of SNS and its spatial properties, as 
well as how this might influence the self and our friendship by positing them within broader 
technological and social change (Giddens 1990). Using Facebook as a case study, my 
PhD thesis addresses the need for research that contextualises SNS as part of broader 
social changes. It also aims to examine the extent to which SNS influences the experience 
and performance of friendship and the role this has in the construction of the self. 
 As such, this research aims to make a contribution to knowledge that advances the 
scholarships of SNS theoretically and empirically. By doing this, I aim to make an original 
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contribution to Australian and international literature on SNS, including accounting for its 
use among populations outside the ‘youth’ demographic, by focusing my research on an 
adult population. In the sections below I detail my rationale for this project, including the 
selection of Facebook and a site of research, and why I have chosen to focus on adults. 
Rationale 
 
So why examine Facebook? After all, there is much scholarship that already exists which 
examines Facebook. There are numerous reasons for conducting such a study. The 
following sections lay the groundwork for this rationale, by examining the history of SNS 
and Facebook. This section also briefly examines previous research regarding Facebook 
and positions this thesis in relation to rest of the field. In doing this, I argue that further 
examination of Facebook has much to contribute to our broader understanding of 
disembodied spaces like Facebook. Understanding Facebook as a space can further 
enhance our critical appreciation of the dialectical relationship between disembodied 
spaces and their users. 
Why Facebook: A Short History of Social Networking Sites 
 
Over the past five years, SNS such as Facebook, Myspace, Twitter and others have 
become part of the fabric of many individuals’ daily lives. The proliferation of these online 
hubs provides further compelling evidence that social relations exist in a complex and 
often intertwining series of networks (Castells 1996; Wellman 1999). Some commentators 
argue that social media is now an integral part of managing identity, lifestyle and social 
relations in the 21st century (Livingstone 2008). Facebook is now the most popular of these 
sites with:  
350 million members worldwide who, collectively, spend 10 billion minutes there 
every day, checking in with friends, writing on people’s electronic walls, clicking 
through photos and generally keeping pace with the drift of their social world 
(Hafner 2009: np). 
Since 2009, Facebook’s use base has grown to 1 billion members (Facebook 2014). While 
Facebook is now the most popular of these sites, its predecessors such as Friendster and 
Tribe.net lay important technological and social groundwork. However, unlike Facebook, 
these sites did not emphasise real world connections to the extent that Facebook does. 
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Both Friendster and Tribe.net allowed users to choose their own usernames, which could 
be real or pseudonymous, while Facebook encourages the use of real names. 
Additionally, the structure of the Tribe.net and Friendster emphasised interest-based or 
subcultural connections. They were more public than Facebook as visibility (publicly 
viewable profile) was required to connect to those in the same subcultural networks. 
Technologically, sites like Tribe.net and Friendster often struggled to keep up with the 
demand that their popularity placed on their servers, frequently experiencing down time or 
slow page loads that frustrated users (Kirkpatrick 2010). Sites such as Friendster also had 
trouble communicating its business decisions to and understanding its anonymous users. 
Despite Friendster’s initial permissiveness, its owner became determined that users 
should user their real names. This resulted in a very public ‘clean up’ of the service, in 
which profiles deemed fake were deactivated or deleted. Friendster’s initial success 
ultimately was the cause of its decline; consistent engineering misjudgements meant that it 
was unable to manage the performance problems associated with its growing user base. 
Two years of performance issues meant that users went elsewhere. Nonetheless, 
Friendster had laid the blueprint for successful social networking sites like MySpace, which 
quickly picked up where Friendster left off (Kirkpatrick 2010; Ellison and boyd 2013). 
MySpace was a departure from Friendster because it freely enabled users to pick 
whatever identity they chose. Additionally, unlike the un-customisable Friendster profiles, 
Myspace allowed users to customise the appearance of their profile, by adding a different 
background, flashing images and music. In contrast, when TheFacebook (as it was then 
known) launched in 2004 it lacked any of these affordances. The user interface was 
simple to the point of being stark; it had limited user functions and required an email 
address at an elite university to join (Kirkpatrick 2010). 
Facebook’s heady growth, seems to have tapped into the cultural zeitgeist, offering its 
users something that was missing not only from the internet, but from contemporary social 
life. Facebook capitalised on the groundwork laid by earlier, less successful social 
networking sites that ironed out many of the kinks in previous social networking 
incarnations. Technologically speaking, Facebook arrived at the right time. The 
widespread availability of broadband in the US also made Facebook’s foray into photo 
hosting viable. This helped Facebook capitalise on what was most attractive about social 
media: sharing photos of people you know with people you know. In addition to allowing 
users to view and comment on photos, Facebook also enabled tagging which allowed 
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users to indicate who was in the photos they posted. Tagging people in photographs 
added another layer of networking to the site. Quickly, 
 Facebook became the most popular photo-sharing site on the Internet (Kirkpatrick 2010). 
The popularity of Facebook as a photo-sharing site was linked to the rise in the ubiquity of 
mobile phones with built in cameras. This enabled people to take photos of their daily 
activities with Facebook providing a place to share them. Sharing photos on Facebook 
added a social dimension to an otherwise mundane activity; it placed photos in their social 
context.  Consequently, Facebook is now the most popular photo-sharing site. Over time, 
Facebook has added more media to the social: sharing of content from outside websites is 
strongly encouraged, and many websites have a button to “Share” content on Facebook, 
making the process much more streamlined than copy and pasting a link into a status 
update. Facebook now also supports the uploading of video direct from users’ phones. 
Facebook and the general pace of technology are well matched. Facebook, it seems, 
capitalises on technological advances to evolve and infiltrate even more aspects of their 
users’ daily life. The growth of the smart phone market has led to more users engaging 
with Facebook through their mobile phones. The advent of 3G meant that users had 
access to wireless internet on the go, in much the same way that the advent of broadband 
expanded use by enabling users to upload and view photographs much more easily than 
before. Facebook has benefited from complex social and technological processes, 
allowing it to position itself at the centre of users’ daily lives. 
The scale of Facebook’s reach which is currently estimated at over 1.2 billion monthly 
active users; the largest ever for a single website (Facebook 2014). Its mobile capacity is 
similarly large, with its total number of monthly active mobile Facebook users currently at 
945 million (Facebook 2014). From 2012 to 2013, its user base increased by 22%. These 
statistics demonstrate that the scale of Facebook is unprecedented. On Facebook, we can 
investigate the new types of social spaces SNS are creating, and their implications for the 
self, and in turn our relationships. Facebook represents the beating heart of these issues. 
Unlike Twitter, Facebook still places a great deal of emphasis on real names and other 
real world information and takes steps to embed itself in users’ other online activities. 
Many websites have enabled one-click sharing to Facebook from their sites. A new mobile 
dating application, Tinder, only allows logins through Facebook accounts. Facebook has 
become something of a digital passport, which is fitting when considering that its founder, 
Mark Zuckerberg, claimed that, “you only have one identity” and that “having two identities 
for yourself is an example of a lack of integrity”(Kirkpatrick 2010: 199). Thus, Facebook 
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has become a site where questions of identity, the self and the mediation of our social 
relationships have come to the fore. 
Given the opinions of its founder, which have influenced the way Facebook is designed, 
Facebook presents an interesting venue for examining self-presentation online, as it offers 
less flexibility than other forms of computer-mediated-communication (CMC) like Internet 
Relay Chat (IRC) messages boards and blogging which are more flexible and allow 
anonymous and playful self-presentation. Additionally, Facebook’s emphasis on mapping 
real-world connections raises the questions regarding how it might be influencing and 
shaping these relationships. 
Why research adults? 
 As I will demonstrate in the literature review, there is a lack of sociological understanding 
about what adults do on Facebook or even SNS more generally. Presently the field is well 
populated by research with teenagers and/or those attending university in the United 
States of America. The reasons for this are multiple. Young people often adopt 
technologies like Facebook first. This was most pronounced with Facebook, as it was 
originally only available to people attending US colleges (Kirkpatrick 2010). This initial 
iteration of Facebook was then made available to high school students and then finally to 
the general public. It makes sense, then, that the bulk of research focuses on these 
demographics. Primarily, prior research has taken the form of large-scale surveys, as this 
allows for the mapping of general characteristics over large populations. 
Previous research has emphasised the importance of SNS as part of teenagers’ (rather 
than adults’) friendship practices (boyd 2008; Horst 2008), and its role in the creation of 
social capital (Ellison, Vitak and Steinfield et al and 2011), as well as its ability to facilitate 
political engagement amongst youth (Kaye 2011). Considering the relative infancy of SNS, 
research has covered a considerable amount of ground. To date, research examining SNS 
has covered impression management, identity construction, social capital, political 
engagement and privacy (Pierce and Lovrich 2003; Blais, Craig, Pepler and Connolly 
2007; Livingstone 2008; Steinfield, Ellison and Lampe 2008; Valenzuela, Park and Kee 
2009). Primarily, research has shown that SNS are increasingly integrated in the daily lives 
of users (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011). As use of SNS become a common daily practice, the 
use of SNS has begun to challenge social conventions concerning the construction of 
identity, privacy and the way people interact in daily life (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011). 
However, these studies have primarily focused on examining US college students. 
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Further research examining university students demonstrates that Facebook can 
reconfigure the relationship between physical proximity and relationship development by 
enabling users to maintain larger sets of weak ties (Ellison et al. 2014). Facebook does 
this by making ephemeral connections persistent as it lowers the cost of maintaining or re-
engaging weak ties (Ellison et al. 2014). At present little is known about use outside these 
demographics.  
In contrast to teenagers, adults are at a different stage of their life course. The questions 
regarding the presentation of the self and friendship are likely to have different answers. 
For adults, the need to establish themselves as autonomous individuals outside the family 
unit is no longer a pressing task. As such, the ways in which Facebook is used to present 
the self, may be markedly different. While teenagers have grown up with SNS as part of 
their social landscape, adults, whose relationships existed prior to the advent of SNS may 
experience the role of SNS in their friendships and other social relationships differently. 
Thus, there is considerable space for examinations of adults’ SNS practices. As such, this 
research has sampled adults and targets those people outside the usual focus of 
research. Additionally, as this research was based in Australia it offers a non-US 
perspective to this phenomenon, something that is currently missing from the literature. 
Overview of thesis 
 
Chapter two provides further context for the study by examining related literature. This 
chapter examines previous contributions to the field and situates the present study 
amongst this literature. This chapter begins with an overview of literature regarding 
technology in the context of late modernity, which is characterised by its theoretical 
approach. It then moves on to more specific and empirically focused research regarding 
SNS in general, and Facebook in particular. From this I conclude that while research 
examining Facebook has covered significant empirical ground, there remains space in the 
literature for ongoing discussion and analysis regarding Facebook’s spatial properties and 
their dialectical relationship with Facebook’s users. 
Chapter Three discusses the methodological approach taken by this research and how 
best to research the questions raised in this literature, which are quite wide ranging. This 
chapter outlines the ontological basis of the research, critical realism, and demonstrates 
how it relates to the research questions posed in the chapter – friendships, the self and 
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space. It then describes how this methodological approach was put into practice, and how 
the methods employed are consistent with this research’s ontological position. This 
chapter also explains how I delimited my focus and the analytical process for 
understanding and interpreting the data gathered. 
Chapter Four examines the extent to which ideas about friendship, and the ways 
friendship is enacted, are altered by Facebook. Facebook uses the word ‘friend’ as a 
catchall for all connections contained on Facebook. Thus, it has entered every day 
expression to describe people as a ‘friend on Facebook’, which distinguishes the 
connection from other types of friendship. Colloquially describing someone as a ‘friend on 
Facebook’ generally refers to acquaintances of all types. In this chapter I argue that 
Facebook, while new in many ways, is not inherently more disruptive to friendship than 
other forms of mediation that have preceded it and should be understood as part of a 
continuum of changes that have shaped the expression of friendship. This chapter begins 
by offering a working definition of friendship. It then examines friendship over time, with 
emphasis on the socio-historical context in which friendship was conceptualised. Following 
this, the chapter discusses some of the current debates and sociological research 
surrounding friendship. In summary, this chapter focuses on connecting participants’ 
understanding of friendship and their use of Facebook to broaden discourses about 
friendship to highlight continuities and breaks in this discourse. To address this central 
thesis, the ideas that participants articulate about friendship will be contrasted and 
compared to historical and contemporary understandings of friendship and its function as 
a social relationship. 
 
Chapter Five examines how users’ self-presentation on Facebook can be understood as 
intrinsically linked to the relationships which are also conducted on Facebook. As an 
object, Facebook wants users to include as much information about themselves as 
possible. However, this demand to present oneself in its entirety is in conflict with how 
users have constructed Facebook as a social space. Instead, users must juggle 
Facebook’s demand for self-presentation with considerations of reputational damage. The 
compromise is that participants present an edited version of themselves. This cannot be 
understood simply as an expressive act of self-presentation because participants choose 
to emphasise the instrumental functions of Facebook. Their use of Facebook is 
conceptualised as a means to an end; for example information sharing, making travel 
arrangements and posting things generally categorised as useful or informative. 
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Even though participants are reluctant to understand their interaction on Facebook as an 
expressive act, instrumental posts still carry signifiers of the self. Congruent with this was 
participants’ emphasis on reserving or editing parts of their self-presentation and choosing 
not to express them through Facebook. This is an important distinction as it speaks to the 
tensions that underlie self-presentation on Facebook. Understanding self-presentation and 
authenticity through this lens is significant. This position recognises that self-presentation 
online, not as a separate act distinct from the offline environment, but one that is 
intrinsically linked to an offline self. The blurring of online and offline spheres require 
participants to negotiate the demands of both environments. The particular way that 
Facebook blurs online and offline experiences is unique and historically unprecedented. 
 
In Chapter Six I extend on the groundwork of the previous chapters and examine how we 
might understand what type of space Facebook is and how this space is produced. 
Facebook is a place and a space - albeit an abstract space rather than an organic space 
(Lefebvre 1991). This means Facebook was created by capital for its own purposes. But 
even abstract space can be resisted and re-shaped (de Certeau 1984) as it is in all 
modern urban environments. Examining the literature concerning urban spaces provides 
usefully conceptual tools with which to understand the social meanings attached to 
spaces. People demonstrate agency in this reshaping not only in how space is used to ‘get 
around’, but also in how social relations are formed, maintained, ordered and sustained. 
The space of Facebook can be usefully compared to the ‘village square’ in that 
relationships are largely parochial (and homophilic); there is little of the public realm or the 
stranger about Facebook. This is a conceptualisation of Facebook that much of the 
previous literature has missed. Although Facebook potentially gives the comfort of 
Tönnies’ (1991) gemeinschaft village square, which is something often missing for many 
contemporary urban dwellers in late modernity, it has important differences. Relationships 
are formed, ordered and sustained within this space, but are also constrained by the 
dictates of Facebook’s architecture and the reflexive preferences of the user. This chapter 
emphasises the dialectical relationship between Facebook’s architecture and users’ 
actions, structure and agency.  
 
Finally, in Chapter Seven I summarise the key findings of the research. I also draw 
attention to the limitations of the study and how future research could address these 
limitations. In this chapter I argue that being more analytically particular with the terms 
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used to talk about SNS renders us more sensitive to the differences between these 
spaces, and by extension, helps us to understand how users act and make use of these 
spaces. This demonstrates an understanding of technological systems and our social 
relationships as mutually shaping. As we are able to adapt to new technological systems, 
we also shape those systems by the way we make use of them, or as de Certeau (1984) 
would argue, how we walk to the city. In order to understand how spaces like Facebook 
are constituted, an understanding and acknowledgement of the dialectical relationship 
between their architecture and their users’ appropriation of this architecture is key. 
Understanding Facebook as a space allows us to position it more accurately within the 
broader context of late modernity and the questions this raises. 
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Chapter 2  
 Literature Review: Technology, Mediated 
Communication and Facebook 
Introduction 
 
To address the questions and aims presented in the previous chapter, this literature review 
is broadly situated within the sociology of technology. The focus of this chapter is on 
technologically mediated communication and SNS in particular as these represent the 
bodies of literature that are contextually and analytically relevant to this research project. 
This chapter begins by outlining the role of technology in late modernity including its ability 
to facilitate mobility and ‘speed up’ one’s lived experience. Addressing theoretical 
understandings of technology and late modernity provide context for the following review 
of empirical work. The review of empirical work begins by focusing on digital technologies, 
specifically information communication technologies (ICT) such as mobile phones and 
CMC since these are most closely related to the topic of this thesis. Finally, the review 
examines the present literature on SNS as it relates to identity, space and social 
relationships. While this thesis draws on previous scholarship relating to technology and 
SNS it also draws on other conceptually useful fields such as the production of space, and 
sociological understandings of friendship. However, to produce the latter two fields here 
would create a literature review that pre-empts the results of this research. Therefore, in 
line with the methodological approach outlined in the following chapter some literature has 
been reserved so it can be addressed in relation to the results for which it is analytically 
relevant.  
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Understanding Technology in Late Modernity 
 
This section discusses the interplay between the social and technological aspects of late 
modernity. The effect of technology on social bonds is a significant feature in late 
modernity with many theorists explicitly or implicitly addressing technology as part of their 
analyses of late modernity. Giddens (1990) and Beck (2000) argue that the pace of social 
and cultural change is much more rapid than any previous era. Lash (2002) also argues 
that the intervention of digital technologies mean that culture and life more generally are 
speeding up. The compression of time and space in the information age have increased 
the mediation of social relations meaning that social bonds have become stretched across 
space, but compressed in time. In their place, Lash (2002) argues we have communication 
bonds, which are immediate, yet, distanciated. 
 
Urry’s work also examines some of the social complexities of late modernity, specifically 
social phenomena that are driven by technological advances such as his work on mobility 
(Urry 2002, 2007), travel (Urry 2003) and tourism (Urry 1990; Urry and Larsen 2011). Urry 
(2003: 158) states that the current patterns of mobility represent the “largest peaceful 
movement of people across borders.” He further argues that these technologically 
facilitated patterns of mobility are creating new social spaces. He argues that the 
information revolution has allowed for the creation of increasingly expansive networks that 
are sustained through occasional moments of co-presence (Urry 2003). As such, Urry 
argues many patterns of social life occur “at a distance” (2003: 155). Part of the patterns of 
this increasingly networked and mobile existence are facilitated by digital technologies like 
the internet and mobile phones. Not only are individuals’ networks more geographically 
diffused, they are also have fewer overlapping affiliations. In turn, digital technologies 
represent a way of managing these diffuse and disparate networks. While Urry (2003) 
does not include SNS in his head count of technologies that assist with the management 
of a mobile life, I believe they form part of the cluster he identifies. In fact, SNS represent a 
significant advance on the affordances of mobile phone, laptops and the internet as they 
are able to condense the expansive networks that Urry (2003) identifies into one space. 
This reduction of one’s network into one stable space may help provide some of the sense 
of co-presence that he identifies as being essential to the maintenance and sustenance of 
social relationships. Similarly, Lash also includes technology in his examination of late 
modernity by examining its role in the creation of “technological forms of life” (2002: 105). 
Technology is an intrinsic part of the conditions of late modernity as it is a central part of 
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what has been described by Lash (2002) as the ‘speeding up’ of lived experience. Lash 
(2002) argues that late modernity is governed less by principles of society, but rather more 
by principles of information. This means that the previously perceived fixity of social bonds 
has given way to transient bonds based on communication, not social togetherness. 
Machines are increasingly involved in all aspects of life, including the regulation of the 
body, meaning that life is becoming technological. For Giddens (1990), the involvement of 
machine or non-human actors into social life points to the growth of abstract systems, 
which consequently shape our interactions with other individuals. Lash (2002) argues 
technology can shape the pace of our interactions, often making them more frequent, 
faster and present in previously ‘dead’ time. In addition to patterns of interaction becoming 
more continuous, it has been argued that these interactions are made shallower by 
technologically enabled mediation as it offers a low-effort alternative to connecting 
face-to-face (Gershon 2010; Turkle 2011). 
 
Despite the seeming consensus that life is speeding up, there is ongoing debate about 
whether technologically induced ‘speeding up’ is unique to late modernity. For example, 
Virilio (1995, 2000) argues that the speeding up of life is not uniquely associated with the 
introduction of digital technologies, but rather is part of the history of modernity. Virilio 
(1995, 2000) further suggests that the history of modernity is replete with examples of 
technological innovation increasing time compression. Virilio’s analysis of time 
compression encompasses technologies of mobility such as trains, planes and cars, which 
dramatically shorten travelling time. Similarly, he contends that technologies of 
transmission and communication, such as the telegraph, telephone, radio and computer 
have replaced the previously sequential experiences of time with simultaneous and 
instantaneous ones. These developments, Virilio argues, means that social relationships 
of time and attention are increasingly able to exist separately from space and the body. 
Human history can be understood in relation to time’s ever increasing speeds, which 
transcend our biological capacities. Rosa (2003) also addresses the concept of ‘speed’ in 
his explanation of what it means to call modern (Western) societies acceleration societies. 
Like Virilio (1995, 2000), he pinpoints transportation as the most obvious form of 
acceleration – technological acceleration (Rosa 2003). Secondly, he identifies the 
acceleration of social change as significant and uses this concept to focus on institutional 
(in)stability with regards to family and occupation. Finally, Rosa (2003) argues that the 
third significant process is the acceleration of the pace of life, meaning the speed and 
compression of actions and experiences in daily life. These theories speak to the 
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‘disembeddedness’ of late modern life as highlighted in the previous chapter and contend 
that it is difficult to experience a concrete attachment to a place if one is constantly 
moving, or experiences continual occupation instability that might require mobility to 
pursue other job opportunities. 
 
However, the ‘speed’ aspect of these theories is rather difficult to quantify given that the 
‘pace’ of life is a subjective experience mediated by many factors, which can be difficult to 
isolate. Wajcman (2008) argues that such theories of technology are rather deterministic in 
nature and do not account for the complexity of lived experience documented by empirical 
studies. Wajcman (2008) contends that this is because much of the literature that 
examines information communication technology (ICT) lacks a concrete definition for one 
of its key concepts – acceleration. Additionally, Wajcman proposes that understanding 
acceleration and its relationship to the temporal structure of contemporary life may help 
resolve the ongoing debate regarding the distinction between modernity, late-modernity 
and post-modernity (2008). 
 
Expanding on the idea of acceleration, Wajcman argues that technological innovations do 
not simply save time or simplify process, but rather change the nature and meaning of 
tasks and “create new material and cultural practices” (2008: 66). However, current 
sociological readings of ICTs treat social relationships and configurations as existing prior 
to, and outside of, technology. This means, for example, that when theories of 
technological acceleration are applied to existing social practices, the conclusion is that 
people are doing the same things, but at a faster pace (Wajcman 2008). These theories 
consider the social and the technical as two separate spheres, rather than considering 
them as one and the same –overlapping and intertwined (Wacjman 2008). Conversely, 
actor network theory attempts to bridge the gap between the social and the technical. 
 
Using Latour’s actor network theory (ANT) to discussing the intersection of the social and 
technical aspects of the internet as it extends the title of ‘actor’ to non human and non 
individual entities (Latour  1996). An actant can be anything as long as it is something that 
acts, or something that is granted activity by others (Latour 1996), Thus, the human and 
non-human have equal status and no list of basic competencies to which an actant must 
meet. Latour (1996) claims that the only way to account for ‘things’, such as the artefacts 
produced by engineers, is to ‘reinject’  things in to understanding of social fabrics via  a 
network like ontology. In reintroducing non-human elements into networks, Latour gives 
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equal ontological status to both the non-human and the social. For Latour (1996: 370) 
“there is nothing but networks.” Additionally, Latour’s (1996) ANT model also takes away 
the element of distance or proximity when considering the relationship between things. 
Instead, what becomes important is how those elements are connected. Proximity 
between things does not matter if they remain unconnected, and for all intents and 
purposes, distant. Thus, what matters is not the spatial arrangement of things but the ways 
in which they are associated with or connected to each other. Not only are networks 
lacking spatial orientation, they also resists spatial metaphors in terms of size. Instead of 
arguing that one network is larger than another Latour insists that the most that can be 
said about networks is whether they are more (or less) intensely connected than another. 
Latour (1996) resists making statements of size regarding network because he argues that 
these terms imply an order relation, which is too linear to adequately account for social life.  
The notion of a network that Latour (1996) employs has no a priori order. Latour (1996) 
argues that by, in essence, flattening out some of these prior assumptions it allows us to 
manoeuvre between the ingredients of social life without positioning these concepts in 
opposition to each other.  
 
Work by Van Djick’s (2014), Helmond and Gerlitz (2014), Gehl (forthcoming) and Langlois 
(2014) represent a push towards examining the intersection between the architectural 
constraints and properties of social media and individual agency and is inspired by ANT 
theory, as it treats non-human elements as actors. This recent output is theoretical and 
explanatory in its focus. These studies forensically map the growth and change in various 
social media sources, they do not engage with the participants in these environments 
directly, as they are more focused on distinct architectural properties of the technologies 
that they are investigating. For example, Helmond and Gerlitz (2014) examines the way 
Facebook’s like button has increasingly colonized the broader web.  Helmond and Gerlitz 
(2014) argue that Facebook’s sharing and like buttons quantify user behaviour so that 
sociality is transformed into data with an economic value. However, in much of present 
ANT inspired research the voice of the users them themselves, is still missing when it 
comes to considering the architectural properties of social media broadly and SNS in 
particular.  
 
Mobile Phones: The Overlap of Social and Technical Spheres 
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However, there are other technologically oriented approaches that are less linear and 
acknowledge the interplay of the social and technical spheres and their ability to act upon 
each other (Wajcman 2008). Acknowledging the overlap and interplay of the ‘social’ and 
the ‘technical’ recognises that new technologies have the ability to reconfigure 
relationships between people and alter the basis of social interaction (Wajcman 2008). 
Technologies like Facebook are also an example of this interaction. Exploring the overlap 
between the social and the technical is at the core of the present research questions 
concerning the production of Facebook as a social space. 
 
Research that examines the overlap of the social and the technical has focused on mobile 
phone usage. This research has suggests that technological advances and social 
practices co-evolve to reconfigure, as opposed to speed up, lived experience (Wajcman 
2008). This means focusing on how individuals make use of an ecology of communication 
options (Gershon 2010). This approach can be broadly described as ‘user-centred’. User-
centred approaches emphasise the role of human agency in relation to technology and its 
affordances. From this perspective users are rational actors that appropriate technology as 
it best suits their needs and purposes. Technology is simply a means to an end, a tool that 
is employed to create desired outcomes, such as the adoption of the mobile phone to help 
manage social relationships or work commitments. However, this model assumes rational 
decision-making on behalf of the users and distances them from the social context and 
circumstance in which these actions occur (Fischer 1992). Social and cultural context 
enable certain choices, and limit others. Most obviously, individuals’ economic 
circumstances inhibit their ability to adopt new technology. Individuals also make choices 
that are constrained and informed by the information available to them and their ability to 
gather new information and their skills. Choice can also be constrained and encouraged 
by institutional design. For example, by limiting face-to-face service options, or making 
them unwieldy, businesses, and to a certain extent government, encourage consumers to 
use online options, which require significantly less resources to run efficiently. 
 
An example of a user centred approach is Licoppe (2004) who argues that mobile 
technologies, instead of taking up time, provide a continuous pattern of meditated 
interactions. These modes of communication do not substitute for face-to-face interaction, 
but coexist with previous ways of managing relationships (Licoppe 2004). Licoppe (2004) 
explains that ICTs such as mobile phones, email and text messaging create a changing 
‘technoscape’, which allows for the development of particular patterns of construction of 
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social relationships in ways that were not previously possible. Licoppe (2004) also 
contends that the addition of mobile and digital technologies to the technoscape allows 
individuals to engage in the ‘connected’ management of relationships by allowing the 
absent party to render themselves present via multiplicitous and continuously mediated 
communication. Multiplicitous communication gestures are seamlessly interwoven with co-
present communication. Licoppe (2004) further maintains that communication 
technologies, rather than being used to compensate for the absence of another, are 
instead being exploited in such a way that the mediated interactions that they facilitate 
begin to blur the line between absence and presence. Likewise SNS such as Facebook 
also help facilitate continued mediated interaction, which is also not constrained to 
participation via a desktop computer or laptop. With Facebook’s mobile application, users 
can engage with Facebook in a way that mimics the use of SMS that Licoppe observes. 
 
 Licoppe (2004) also highlights the way that the advent of mobile communications removes 
previous spatial constraints associated with mediated communication. To receive a phone 
call, one no longer has to be at home or in an office. This observation can now be 
extended to smart phones. To be online, one no longer has to be at a computer or laptop. 
The internet and its associated affordances for mediated communication can be accessed 
anywhere as long as there is an available internet connection. While the advent and rapid 
adoption of mobile and digital technologies may be a sign of a faster pace of life, Licoppe 
reasons that this does not necessarily mean that sociality is poorer for it. In fact, Licoppe 
explains that increased use of technology does not necessarily mean less of something 
else, stating that, “the more people see one another the more they telephone one another” 
(2004: 138-139). Broadly, Licoppe’s (2004) argument can be understood as an example of 
the technological and the social overlapping to create a new social space for people to 
enact their relationships. These effects are not always anticipated by the designers of 
these technologies, but rather are created when users begin to co-opt the constraints and 
feature of a technology for their own ends. For example, the heavy use of text messages, 
primarily by adolescents, was not an anticipated use by its designers, but has had a 
profound effect on the development of mobile phone and telecommunications services 
(Agar 2003). Like mobile technologies, social networking sites are often accused of 
‘displacing’ real relationships. More nuanced arguments (Green and Singleton 2009; 
Larsen et al. 2004) acknowledge the potential for temporal flexibility in creating and 
maintaining relationships as supported by Licoppe’s (2004) work. Licoppe (2004) also 
notes that the trend in France is towards a higher frequency of shorter mobile phone calls 
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or text messages and argues that this demonstrates that mobile technologies sustain 
ongoing patterns of communications. Licoppe (2004) further notes that these modes of 
communication do not substitute face-to-face interaction, but coexist with previous ways of 
managing relationships. 
Aside from altering patterns of communication, technologies may also have other 
secondary effects called ‘externalities’ (Fischer 1992). Externalities include things such as 
increased demand of telecommunications networks, thus requiring expensive upgrades, 
the cost of which is frequently passed on to consumers. Thus, technologies can be both a 
tool for users to adopt to achieve a desired outcome, but also a structuring force that 
constrains individual actions (Fischer 1992). Even though technology can be understood 
both as a tool and a structuring force, the users remain at the centre adopting or rejecting 
technology as they see fit. However, the context in which these choices are made may be 
so constrained as to represent little choice at all (Fischer 1992). Additionally, the uptake of 
one technology, for example the mobile phone, may have unexpected and contradictory 
consequences. A mobile phone used to make one more available to family and friends 
may result in increased work intrusion into one’s private life. Using mobile technology 
people can make productive use of time spent in transit, or third places – the places 
between work and home. Mobile phones mean that previously ‘dead’ time can now be 
utilised in a productive way. Wellman (2001) contends that mobile media fosters a 
networked individualism not tied to workplace or home time-space boundaries. Mobile 
technology means that individuals can organise their life in more flexible compartments of 
time that are not geographically bound (Green 2003). While mobile technology has 
seemingly positive outcomes, recent US research on the impact of work extending 
technologies (WET) such as mobile phones on professional managerial couples indicates 
that the blurring of time-space boundaries fostered by these technologies has significant 
links to increased distress and decreased family satisfaction (Chesley 2005). Most 
research concerning the use of ICTs categorise them as work devices and proceed to 
measure them and their effects using this framework. By examining ICTs in a purely 
instrumental way, we cannot capture the variety of ways people may be using these 
devices. 
 
The research explored above challenges the presumption that communication devices 
simply take up time, leaving less room for other forms of communication and sociability. 
Similar theories are apparent regarding internet use (see Gershuny 2003; Wellman 2001). 
As evidenced by Valenzuela et al. (2009), the time displacement thesis does not 
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necessarily stand when tested empirically. Gershuny (2003) concludes on the basis of the 
UK time diary panel study that, if anything, the internet is positively correlated with 
sociability. 
Electronic Media, Identity and Space 
 
As with mobile phones, online spaces such as forums and newsgroups have been 
identified as a technological reconfiguration of social space. In addition to reconfiguring 
and sometimes creating new types of social space, the internet has also challenged 
existing conventions regarding self-presentation. The issue of self-presentation online has 
preoccupied researchers since the internet was conceived. This may, in part, be due to the 
lack of corporeal cues about those who are also online, thus making self-presentation 
seem like a more pressing issue. These implications for identity have been examined by 
theorists such as Turkle (1996) and Castells (1997) who both believe the internet is an 
important site for individual and group identity work. Turkle states that technology is 
significant because it “proposes itself as the architect of our intimacies” (2011: 1). It also 
provides space for identity work and a platform through which to shape and communicate 
the self (Green and Singleton 2009; Gershon 2010; Turkle 2011). For Turkle (1996), 
cyberspace makes possible the construction of fluid identities that strain the notion of 
authenticity. Individuals are given essentially limitless options for self-presentation and 
self-creation; in other words, the ability to try on and discard new identities without having 
to consider the consequences. However, these descriptions of online communities as 
boundless spheres of identity exploration are perhaps overstating the case. Technology is 
irrevocably connected to offline actions as previously highlighted by Urry (2003) and the 
numerous pieces of research examining mobile phones. Not only are these technologies 
connected to embodied experiences, but they also shape and create spaces of their own. 
Therefore, the overlap of the digital and the corporeal bring consequences for engaged 
participants in virtual communities, which limit the fluidity of identity. 
 
Emphasising the fluidity of identity in the online environment is one of Turkle’s (1984) key 
contributions to understanding some of the affordances of technology. Turkle’s approach 
to technology is to emphasise that technology is part of everyday practice and should be 
understood on this level. Generally, Turkle argues that the relationship between 
technology and humans is dialectical. That is, technology is not just a tool that humans 
use to help them accomplish basic tasks, but it also shapes the way we are able to think 
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about ourselves. In Life on the Screen Turkle (1996) more directly examines the role of the 
internet, the affordances it offers and the relationship of these affordances to self-
presentation. The internet, Turkle (1996) argues, offers new affordances through which the 
self can be explored and constructed. Turkle identifies the internet as being part of a 
broader ‘computer culture’ which, she argues, has contributed to thinking about identity 
and the self as a multiplicity instead of a fixed point. 
 
The internet, Turkle argues, allows people to build their self by cycling through many 
selves. The internet then represents a distinct break in how individuals can construct their 
self. Previously, being able to cycle through many (and possibly diverse) selves was an 
experience that was difficult to come by. Turkle argues that individuals’ lack of social 
mobility and their strict social roles mean that an individual’s ability to cycle through 
different selves or modes of self-presentation is strictly controlled and limited. Now, in what 
Turkle calls “postmodern times” (1996: 180) she argues that we have the ability to 
construct an identity from a more diverse set of roles and expectations. Words used to 
describe the postmodern self are flexible, saturated and multiple (1996). The internet, 
Turkle argues, is akin to a “social laboratory” (1996: 180) in which individuals can 
experiment with the construction and reconstruction of the self that is inherent to 
postmodern life. Engagement affords us the ability to “self-fashion and self-create” (1996: 
180). The environments that Turkle examines in her attempt to understand what she 
describes as a social laboratory are open and even encouraging of self-creation. Many of 
Turkle’s findings are framed in a psychological framework focusing on the experiences of, 
and benefits to, an individual’s psychological well-being. Her findings focus on the 
potentially liberating and therapeutic benefits of interacting in online environments where 
identity is flexible because of its lack of ties to offline life. For example, the Multi-User 
Dungeons (MUDs) Turkle explores encourages users to move through and interact in 
game-like environments. MUDs are, at a basic level, divided into two types, adventure and 
sandbox (Turkle 1996). The adventure-type environments are usually fantasy based with 
users navigating a quest in a fictional (and fantastical) world. These particular 
environments actively subvert the traditional connection between authenticity and identity. 
 
However, Baym (2010) argues that anonymous online environments do not mean that 
people are more likely to lie about who they are. In fact, Baym (2010) contends that people 
are more likely to be honest online than off. While the reduced social cues present online 
may make it easier to lie online, also removed are some of the social risks associated with 
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telling the truth, as it is easier to avoid the consequences of disclosures that are not well 
received (Baym 2010). Additionally, the seeming isolation of the online sphere from 
people’s day-to-day lives may also encourage honesty, as a lack of shared social 
connections insulates from gossip (McKenna et al. 2002). This sense of safety, Baym 
(2010) argues, helps facilitate honest self-expression, which Baym identifies as being 
important for those who are anxious, lonely or otherwise socially stigmatized. Like Turkle 
(1996), Baym (2010) argues that the online environment is a powerful tool for self-
expression since it gives users the space to try out interpersonal skills in ways they may 
not be able to in offline environments. Positive responses to these experiments of self-
disclosure may translate to these new skills, or aspects of the self being replicated in 
embodied interactions (Turkle 1996; Baym 2010). Even without the accountability of SNS, 
Baym argues that real and sustained deception online is rare. Baym (2010: 117) further 
states that dishonesty online tends to take the form of “minor strategic manipulations 
rather than malevolent falsehoods.” The values that are important to us offline remain 
important to us online. Whitty and Gavin (2001: 630) also contend that “the ideals that are 
important in traditional relationships, such as trust, honesty, and commitment, are equally 
important online.” This research indicates that self-presentation online might not be the 
transformative space theorised by Turkle. Instead it seems that participation online is 
closely linked to one’s offline life, a finding that might be expected on Facebook as well, 
given that is even more closely linked to a falsifiable body than previous forms of online 
communication (Slater 1998). 
 
One of the earliest examinations of this problem is Dominick’s (1999) work on personal 
webpages. Dominick (1999) examined personal webpages in what was arguably their 
heyday, with Geocities (since closed) offering free personal webpages and servicing 
1.7 million users. Similarly, America Online reported in 1997 that it was adding personal 
webpages at the rate of 100,000 pages per month (Dominick 1999). At that time, personal 
webpages represented an unprecedented amount of organic self-expression. They 
represented self-expression for the sake of self-expression. The free webpages as hosted 
by Geocities greatly reduced the amount of skill and computer literacy required to produce 
a home page, making them a democratic and popular form of mass-communication. Unlike 
previous forms of web-based communication, personal webpages were very public and 
offered the possibility of communicating with a vast audience. Dominick (1999: 645) 
defines self-presentation as “the process by which individuals attempt to control the 
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impression others have of them”. He further elaborates that personal webpages can be 
“viewed as a carefully constructed self-presentation” (Dominick 1999: 645).  
 
The advent of personal webpages enabled users to engage in a deliberative, and careful 
form of self-presentation that was not previously available to them. Instead of manifesting 
on a message board, and through synchronous online chat, personal webpages allowed 
individuals to create an impression of themselves using information as opposed to using 
interpersonal cues, personal consumption and aesthetic choices. As such, Dominick 
(1999) sought to examine whether those constructing personal webpages used the same 
self-presentation strategies as they did offline. Dominick (1999) found that self-
presentation strategies online seemed to mirror those used offline with personal webpages 
demonstrating attempts at ingratiation, competence, and exemplification. Someone 
demonstrating ingratiation on their personal webpage has the goal of being liked by 
others. This is demonstrated by saying positive things about others, but modest, humorous 
or mildly negative statements about oneself (Dominick 1999). Competent users want to be 
perceived as skilled and qualified, and do so by listing their abilities and accomplishments, 
while exemplification means that one wants to be perceived as morally superior (Dominick 
1999). Dominick (1999) found that these self-presentation strategies represented the bulk 
of self-presentation behaviour he identified, with ingratiation and competence being the 
most common strategies, while exemplification was only found in six percent of his sample 
(Dominick 1999). 
 
Less frequently used were supplication and intimidation self-presentation strategies. 
Dominick (1999) defines supplication as a self-presentation strategy that involves 
appearing helpless to others so others will provide aid. Using intimidation as self-
presentation is to have power as one’s goal and this is often achieved through threats, 
visible anger and general unpleasantness. Unsurprisingly, these self-presentation 
strategies were only found in a few pages analysed (Dominick 1999). However, personal 
webpages analysed by Dominick (1999) did not have any great depth of personal 
information. Therefore, while analysing web pages for different self-presentation strategies 
was able to account for some of the results, the results were necessarily limited by the 
‘thin’ content. 
 
Personal webpages also had a variety of affordances for gathering feedback from those 
visiting the page as well as providing a venue for public displays of connection through a 
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list of links to other websites, which serve a role in indirectly defining the self (Dominick 
1999). From this, Dominick (1999) concluded that personal webpages served a linkage 
function, providing a way for users to seek out and connect with other like-minded people 
by providing information about their likes and dislikes. Building on this, Papacharissi 
(2002) also examined personal webpages as vehicles of self-presentation. Papacharissi 
(2002) also found that users used personal webpages as an alternative to other types of 
communication and indicated that having a personal webpage made it easier to keep in 
touch with friends and family. 
New Spaces and Electronic Media 
 
The research examining personal webpages indicates that the growth of the internet has 
created new space for people to engage in identity work as it provides an environment 
seemingly unconstrained by obstacles present offline. Space online appears to be 
characterised as disembodied and dislocated from daily, embodied experiences. Similarly, 
Meyrowitz (1985) argues that electronic media, specifically television, dislocates people 
from place, both physical and social. Meyrowitz (1985: 115) further argues that 
communication through electronic media leads to  
a nearly total dissociation of physical place and social ‘place’. When we 
communicate through telephone, radio, television or computer, where we are 
physically no longer determines where and who we are socially. 
. This sense of placeless-ness means that all places become alike, erasing previous 
distinctions and reducing privacy as previously sheltered ‘backstage’ places are revealed. 
Meyrowitz’s argument is invoked in contemporary scholarship that examines SNS (boyd 
2011; Papacharissi 2011). This argument supposes that Meyrowitz’s (1985: 307) 
description that technology changed the “situational geography of social life” can be 
equally applied to SNS. Meyrowitz’s (1985) work primarily relates to the cultural ubiquity of 
the television and is heavily cited in influential work that theorises SNS (boyd 2011; 
Marwick and boyd 2011; Baym and boyd 2012; Papacharissi 2012). Meyrowitz (1985) 
theorised that electronic media eliminated walls between previously separate social 
situations. From this, the literature has an attendant focus on the ways in which the 
boundaries between public and private life are collapsed into networked publics (boyd 
2011) created by technologies like SNS. 
 
The situational shifting does not result in the (re)creation of boundaries between public 
and private, but rather their partial dissolution, which renders situations and places 
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‘placeless’. In the context of SNS this means that people experience a dissolution between 
previously place-base social relationships as they are conflated onto one platform in what 
boyd (2010) terms context collapse, thus creating a new type of public; a networked public. 
This is in keeping with Meyrowitz (1985) who argues that when electronic media erodes 
previous place-based distinctions they have the effect of making previously private or 
backstage places (and relationships) public. In using the term ‘backstage’, Meyrowitz 
(1985) borrows Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical metaphors. The social world theorised by 
Goffman (1959) is spatially ordered, containing backstage and front-stage spaces which 
are spatially distinct. The backstage is the private space away from the gaze of the 
audience. The front stage is where the ‘performance’ of identity takes place, observed by 
an audience. For boyd (2010) and Meyrowitz (1985) electronic media have fundamentally 
eroded this spatial distinction, revealing backstage places that were previously hidden 
from gaze. Boyd (2011) argues that the places created by the erosion of backstage and 
front stage dichotomies can be understood as networked publics, which bring together 
heterogeneous groups of people into one space. Papacharissi (2012) argues that this 
means that performances are more aware, crafted and converged than before. 
Papacharissi (2012:209) also argues that like the television driven changes described by 
Meyrowitz, SNS also create a “convergence of boundaries to displace the situational 
character of some communication. Non-verbal and verbal cues afforded by technology 
enable the mediation of situational information.” This convergence of place (as extended 
from Meyrowitz’s initial analysis) creates a plurality and overlap of previously mutually 
exclusive social audiences (Papacharissi 2012). Audiences that were previously contained 
to one space overlap in outline environments like Facebook; although the multiplication 
and convergence of audiences does not necessarily imply a loss of place. Place is not 
completely erased, but instead is altered by electronic media. The reshaping on place has 
also repositioned audiences that were previously spatially separate. Papacharissi (2012) 
draws on de Certeau (1984) in arguing that these spaces work in similar way to physical 
spaces, but that individuals are allowed to move within these spaces as they see fit, as the 
individual constitutes the source of all interactions. 
 
While generally true, with sites like Facebook, users do not have complete control over 
Facebook’s architecture even as they may actively work within its affordances. The use of 
de Certeau - who is primarily concerned with urban social space – by Papacharissi (2012), 
points to the further possibilities of theorising Facebook as a social space beyond the 
private/public dichotomy. Presently the literature presumes that the collapse of the 
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private/public boundaries creates new publics. Therefore, existing work has carefully 
interrogated both the private (Marwick and boyd 2014) and public (Marwick and boyd 
2011) space between these two dichotomies, which is largely absent from previous work. 
This represents a significant gap in the literature that this present research aims to fill. As 
highlighted in the first chapter, boyd and Ellison’s (2007) definition of SNS incorporates 
publicness into its definition. However, as Beer (2008) argues this definition may foreclose 
a more nuanced understanding of sites like SNS, their architecture and the use 
participants make of their affordances. 
Social Networking Sites: The Story so Far 
 
Existing literature on SNS draws heavily on previous theories of technology like those 
proposed by Meyrowitz to help shape its analysis. Similarly, previous empirical works 
support the assertion that SNS offers similar affordances to mobile technology 
emphasising that SNS are primarily aimed at supporting the maintenance of pre-existing 
social networks (boyd and Ellison 2007). What differentiates SNS from previous 
technologies of connection is not that they enable users to meet strangers, but that they 
articulate and make visible their offline relationships and networks. The structure of SNS 
primarily facilitates connections between people who also share an offline connection 
(boyd and Ellison 2007; Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield and Vitak 2011). Unlike other online 
spaces, SNS users’ identities are frequently anchored in shared relationships, institutional 
affiliations and physical proximities in a way that mirrors the offline aspects of people’s 
lives (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011). 
 
To date there is limited qualitative research that examines the intersection of Facebook 
and social relationships, specifically friendship. However, there is an extensive amount of 
quantitative research, although it is largely fragmented, and focuses on single 
demographics with no comparative research across demographics. Research has focused 
primarily on the generalised benefits of social networking websites such as their potential 
to increase trust and intimacy (Pierce and Lovrich 2003; Livingstone 2008). Scholarship 
concerning social networking sites has also examined other foundational issues, such as 
privacy (Pierce and Lovrich 2003), social capital (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield and Vitak 
2011), personality (Buffardi and Campbell 2008), self-presentation and identity (Liu 2008). 
The literature that does examine social relationships is sparse and has focused 
quantitatively on the effect of Facebook’s visual cues (like profile photos) on a users’ 
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friending behaviours (Wang et al. 2010). There are even fewer studies that qualitatively 
examine friendship and Facebook from an adult’s perspective. This is important to note, as 
previous research has sampled groups that are at a very specific stage of their life course 
such as teenagers (boyd 2008; Horst 2008) or have particular, and possibly unique, 
characteristics (US university undergraduates). This means that these groups have 
different constraints and affordances on their social relationships, and may use Facebook 
in substantively different ways. My research aims to address some of these gaps by using 
a variety of methodological approaches to extend our knowledge of Facebook beyond the 
well-researched ‘youth’ demographics. 
 
With the increasing popularity of SNS, there are also growing public concerns that 
participation in social media sites undermines the traditional structure of social relations, 
weakens ties between individuals as well as isolating them from meaningful social 
interactions concerns, which are at the heart of ongoing debates about the 
detraditionalisation and individualisation of contemporary life (Pierce and Lovrich 2003; 
Turkle 2010). This is closely linked to the debates regarding individualisation and the 
detraditionalisation, or disembedding of social life. It is also argued that SNS are merely 
avenues for self-promotion that encourage narcissism and a large number of shallow 
relationships (Buffardi and Campbell 2008). Buffardi and Campbell (2008: 1304) define 
narcissism as follows: 
 
“Narcissism refers to a personality trait reflecting a grandiose and inflated self-
concept. Specifically, narcissism is associated with positive and inflated self-views 
of agentic traits like intelligence, power, and physical attractiveness.” 
 
While Buffardi and Campbell (2008) acknowledge that deeper relationships can also be 
sustained via SNS, they argue that the primary attraction of SNS is the ability to manage a 
large number of relationships at once, which they believe appeal to people with narcissistic 
tendencies. Mehdizadeh (2010) also examines the relationship between Facebook use 
and narcissism and found that Facebook use and narcissistic traits were positively 
correlated. However, Mehdizadeh (2010) acknowledges that the nonymous environment 
of Facebook does place constraints on the identity claims that individuals are able to 
engage in. Mehdizadeh (2010), like Buffardi and Campbell (2008), contends that 
Facebook represents an attractive environment for narcissists as it can be used to 
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maintain a large amount of connections, and the user is mostly able to control the 
information they present about themselves. 
  
Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011) also examined the link between SNS and narcissism. 
Specifically, they sought to examine the relationship between college students’ Facebook 
photo galleries and narcissism. Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011) argue that Facebook 
provides its users with a performative palette by enabling users to list interests, post 
comments, status, and photos of oneself and one’s friends. They further posit that photo 
galleries are particularly important instruments of self-presentation as they can be 
intentionally created and curated on Facebook like never before (Mendelson and 
Papacharissi 2011). Following from Liu (2008), Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011: 253) 
argue that Facebook is about: 
 
establishing, presenting, and negotiating identity, thought the tastes and interests 
expressed, those who we friend and highlight (Donath and boyd 2004), through the 
applications we add to our SNS pages, and through the pictures of us and our 
friends (boyd 2004; Donath 2008)…these identity presentations are supported by 
comments from other users [citations in original]. 
 
Examining how college-aged young people use photographs to engage in self-
presentation is significant as it is indicative of recent cultural and technological shifts. Until 
recently, adults had control over how young people were photographically represented, as 
they controlled the means of production (the camera) and the albums themselves 
(Mendelson and Papacharissi 2011). Recently, the advent of digital technology placed 
photography in the hands of young people (often via their mobile phone). In addition to 
this, online spaces such as Facebook, Flickr and more recently, Instagram provide users 
with space in which they can display these images that are within their control (Mendelson 
and Papacharissi 2011). 
 
Using semiotic techniques, Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011) analysed college 
students’ photographs. Using qualitative techniques to analyse these photographs meant 
that the more subtle aspects of self-presentation would be analysed, including the culture 
context of meaning in which they occur. In doing this, Mendelson and Papacharissi used a 
framework that interprets the photographs on to axes, events and components. This was 
further broken down into five further components: participants, topic, setting, message 
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form and code. Using these five elements helped account for the obvious and symbolic 
aspects of the pictures analysed, including those in the photo, its composition, subject 
matter and intended audience (Mendelson and Papacharissi 2011). Mendelson and 
Papacharissi found that relationships formed the vast majority of photographic content, 
with most photos containing pairings or groups of friends (Mendelson and Papacharissi 
2011). Further, these photographs were strongly gendered with women being most 
commonly photographed with women, and men with men. Additionally, the most 
photographed events were what Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011: 260) describe as  
 
“typical planned high school and college activities or rituals: parties, road trips with 
friends, dances and proms, school-year holidays…college sporting events 
and…professional sporting events.”  
 
Participating in, and photographing these rituals appeared to be gender neutral, with both 
men and women participating in, and documenting these events in equal numbers. For 
those with a significant other, this relationship became the primary focus of the 
“photographic narrative” (Mendelson and Papacharissi 2011). While self-portrait or ‘selfies’ 
were present, they did not outnumber photographs of group activities (Mendelson and 
Papacharissi 2011). Overall, the focus of the photographic narrative was on positive life 
events, with some embarrassing or ‘bad’ photos present because of their symbolic value. 
 
Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011) argue that the focus of college students’ photographs 
on group activities is a way of fostering community integration through the sharing of 
common experiences and values. This, they argue, accounts for the sameness and 
commonality amongst the photographs they examined. Photographs posted on Facebook 
are a way for college students to ‘talk’ to each other and establish proof of an authentic 
college experience filled with activities valued by their peer group. These photographs also 
reinforce the importance of the peer group while establishing one’s independence from 
family and childhood (Mendelson and Papacharissi 2011). Mendelson and Papacharissi 
(2011) further argue that these images emphasise the primacy of relationships and 
connections for college students, particularly among same-sex friends. These photographs 
then, are directed towards one’s immediate social circle, with contextual information about 
location and time largely absent, as the photos help facilitate the recall of existing 
memories (Mendelson and Papacharissi 2011). Alongside the emphasis on collective 
sociality, college student’s photos also bring the self to the centre. Mendelson and 
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Papacharissi (2011) state that the lack of context means that the self becomes the focal 
point of the photograph. They also claim that this collectively performed and self-referential 
behaviour  
 
“reflects a collectively performed narcissism, through which a single of multiple 
subjects exhibit self-referential behaviour, that is then exponentially tagged, re-
tagged, commented, and referenced in further introspective moments that culminate 
to group cohesion” (2010: 269).  
 
However, Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011) further propose that these narcissistic 
lapses are not indicative of self-absorption, but rather steps towards self-reflection and 
self-actualisation. While Mendelson and Papacharissi’s (2011) investigation of college 
students’ Facebook photos is interesting, it is also necessarily limited by its specificity. As 
Mendelson and Papacharissi (2011) acknowledge, their sample is not representative of all 
college students use of Facebook photos and they make no claims that these finding are 
applicable to those who are not college students. 
 
One of the reasons why concerns about the narcissistic nature of Facebook users are 
prevalent in popular discourse and consequently examined in academic work may be due 
to ‘traditional’ ideas concerning intimacy and privacy. Traditionally, it has been held that 
the creation of intimacy requires privacy, and that ‘real’ friendships require intimacy to 
flourish and that SNS does not allow space for either of these. Turkle (2011) argues that 
technologies such as SNS cause us to expect less of each other, as it facilitates more, but 
that shallower connections deprive us of genuine intimacy. SNS makes available an 
audience with whom to share feelings and experiences, which appear to indicate an 
increased level of intimacy. This readily available audience gives rise to a more 
collaborative construction of the self, although it is unclear how the concept of a 
collaborative self sits in relation to arguments that technology creates and sustains 
multiple ‘selves’ or ‘lives’ (Turkle 2011). 
 
In many ways, Dominick’s (1999) preliminary research about the function of personal 
webpages echoes more recent literature regarding SNS. Like personal webpages, SNS 
allow users to define themselves through public acts of connection (Donath and boyd 
2004). Similarly, they provide a way to gain a measure of personal insight by listing 
interests, likes and dislikes, as well as displaying basic information like gender, age and 
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relationship status. Unlike personal webpages, SNS have evolved to be a much more 
dynamic form of self-presentation, as they are primarily concerned with ongoing 
asynchronous and synchronous communication in a way that personal webpages as 
discussed by Dominick (1999) do not allow. 
 
Despite the fact that Facebook is nonymous space linked to offline identities, the idea that 
representation of the self online is flexible and fluid has persisted. The idea of a fluid self, 
facilitated by computer mediated communication is still influential and is echoed by 
Papacharissi (2012: 207) who explains that: 
 
The self, in late modern societies, is expressed as fluid abstraction, reified through 
the individual’s association with a reality that may be equally flexible. The process 
of self-presentation becomes an ever-evolving cycle through which individual 
identity is presented, compared, adjusted, or defended against a constellation of 
social, cultural, economic, or political realities. 
 
The above quote from Papacharissi, succinctly encapsulates many contemporary attitudes 
towards the self in late modernity. The self in late modernity argues Papacharissi (2012: 
207) “traverses distinct yet connected planes of interaction or networks. Technology may 
provide the stage for this interaction, linking the individual, separately or simultaneously, 
with multiple audiences.” In constructing this definition, Papacharissi (2012) borrows from 
Goffman (1959:13) who describes this process as “a potentially infinite cycle of 
concealment, discovery, false revelation, and rediscovery.” This approach to the self 
places the individual at the centre, often as a reaction to contemporary social 
developments, which have destabilized the institutions through which the self was 
previously constituted. In the late modern space, Papacharissi (2012) argues that 
individuals have the capacity to combine the affordances of old and new media to 
construct their own social sphere, which provides them with autonomy and fluidity in 
managing their sociality. Papacharissi (2012) argues that SNS, which have properties that 
specifically facilitate self-presentation, spanning text, multimedia and social connection are 
spaces in which to present the self and negotiate identity. Of these, Papacharissi argues 
that connection – specifically friends – are the most important as they are used to 
authenticate identity and a way to introduce the self reflexively through social connections. 
What this proposal means is that both individual and collective identities are presented 
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and promoted in convergent spaces that facilitate the overlap between distinct social 
circles (Papacharissi 2012). 
 
While it is acknowledged that Facebook and other SNS are far more grounded than the 
MUDs described by Turkle, they are still represented as spaces for deliberative identity 
work (Robards and Bennett 2011). However, the emphasis on the self-conscious 
presentation of the self is present across work that analyses SNS (boyd 2007; Hall, 
Pennington and Lueder 2013), dating sites (Ellison, Hancock and Toma 2011) and 
personal homepages (Dominick 1999; Papacharissi 2002). The idea that self-presentation 
online is more self-conscious and deliberately constructed and ephemeral than self-
presentation offline has been quite persistent. Research by Robards and Bennett (2010) 
found that young people’s behaviour on social networking sites mirror their offline interests 
and replicate patterns of communication that already exist face-to-face. While the 
participants interviewed for Robards and Bennett’s (2010) research describe their social 
networking profiles as sites of identity work, the type of self-presentation they found is not 
the multiplicitous and saturated self-described by Turkle (1996). In contrast, this 
presentation of self described by Robards and Bennett (2011) is irrevocably linked to the 
offline world via Facebook which limits the fluidity of identity. It is coherent, while still being 
multiple, fluid and eclectic. The participants in Robards and Bennett’s (2011) research still 
spoke of SNS as a place for the conscious performance of identity, framing their 
construction of self on these sites as a form of self-portraiture. Robards and Bennett argue 
that: 
 
social network sites require individuals to piece together what they constitute as self-
identity, and it is to be expected that this reflexive process will intensify the need for 
young people to develop a coherent sense of self in order to participate in digital 
culture (2011: 313). 
 
Thus, social network sites become places where this sense of self, as constructed across 
multiple categories, can consciously emerge. This is unsurprising as young people are in a 
unique stage of their development, in which attempting to establish themselves as 
individuals separate from the family unit is of key concern (Furlong and Cartmel 1997). 
However, as the focus of Robards and Bennett (2011) was on young people’s experience, 
this still leaves space for further work, which examines how adults create and conceive 
their self-presentation online. 
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Social Networking Sites and Social Relationships 
 
Research has emphasised the importance of SNS as part of a teenager’s (rather than an 
adults’) friendship practices (boyd 2008; Horst 2010). To date, the most comprehensive 
overview of young people’s use of social media is discussed in Ito’s (ed. 2010) volume 
Hanging Out, Messing Around and Geeking Out which covers the way young people use 
new media across a variety of different situations, including work, intimacy, creative 
production, families and friendship. This book highlights the ways young people’s media 
ecologies – the number of devices and the ways they are used – form complex webs that 
shape their daily lives. Using the term ‘media ecology’ to describe configurations of 
technology emphasises the “characteristics of an overall technical, social, cultural and 
place-based system in which the components are not decomposable or separable” (Horst 
et al. 2010: 31). The term ‘media ecologies’ is borrowed and broadened from its original 
used in communication studies (e.g. McLuhan 1964; Meyrowitz 1985), in which its use was 
focused on identifying media effects. The limitation of this approach has been previously 
highlighted, but the idea that media are intertwined and interrelated is used effectively to 
explore young people’s new media practices. Horst et al. (2010) found that peer practices 
and peer learning influenced young people’s use and uptake of technology. These edited 
collections emphasised the importance of peer influence in young people’s daily use of 
new media. Youth engagement in networked public is framed as helping youth develop 
social and other literacy tools, which are framed as being beneficial, and productive skills 
that prepare them for the labour market (Ito 2010). Like other scholarship that addresses 
youth and young people’s engagement with new media, the work contained in Ito’s (2010) 
volume situates engagement with new media and by extension, social networking sites as 
a process of becoming. This is unsurprising as young people are at a stage in their life 
course where developing social skills, practical skills, hobbies and identities are of 
particular importance. New media represent an avenue through which they can 
accomplish these tasks. 
 
Like Papacharissi’s (2002) research examining personal webpages, boyd’s (2008) 
examination of young people’s use of social networking sites highlights the centrality of 
these sites in staying socially connected. Teens interviewed in the course of the research 
reported that using social networking sites is an important part of developing and 
maintaining connections with peers (boyd 2008). Furthermore boyd (2008) found that 
teenagers’ online practices mirrored, in many ways, previously documented behaviours in 
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other places where teens gather such a shopping malls and parking lots. Boyd (2008) 
argues that by providing tools for mediated interaction, social networking sites allow teens 
to extend their interactions beyond physical boundaries, creating a space to socialize 
beyond the social and cultural limitations typically placed on a teen’s movement. The key 
finding of boyd’s (2008) research is that social networking sites are incorporated into a 
teenager’s friendship practices, in the context of their everyday peer groups. Unlike 
Rosen’s (2007) argument, boyd’s (2008) research shows that existing peer groups and 
friendship practices play an important role in directing and shaping their use of social 
networking sites. Boyd (2008) found that for teenagers, social networking sites play an 
important role in establishing, reinforcing, complicating and sometimes damaging 
friendship-driven social bonds. Boyd (2008) contends that the past debates over teen 
participation in sites such as MySpace and Facebook are part of a longer history of 
intergenerational struggle over parental authority and youth cultures. Importantly, boyd 
(2008) highlights that for teens, social networking sites do not constitute an alternate or 
virtual world; rather SNS are simply another method to connect with peers that is 
seamlessly integrated into their daily lives. Generally, boyd (2008) found that teens are not 
doing anything new with social media and SNS; they are just simply using another way to 
communicate what they were already doing – flirting, sharing stories, and hanging out. 
Similarly, Martinez (2010) also found that social networking sites were an important way of 
communicating, maintaining and solidifying friendship. 
Horst (2010) asserts that by using Facebook and other social media, teens are regularly 
forced to list their connection as part of participation and that the dynamics surrounding 
the articulation of social relationships can directly affect friendship practices. This public 
articulation of social connections can serve several purposes. Firstly, as address books, 
SNS allow users to record all the people they know. Secondly, they let users customize 
privacy settings to control who accesses their content, who contacts them, and who they 
can see if they are online (Horst 2008). Finally, publically listing, and in essence, 
formalizing formerly implicit connections, helps construct a picture of an individual’s social 
identity and status (Donath and boyd 2004). In this respect, SNS are unique from previous 
social media as they display a user’s list of connections to anyone that can view that 
profile (Horst 2008). Previously, a ‘friend’ list for social media such as IM (instant 
messaging) clients were hidden and visible only to the user. SNS means that listing now 
has a public element creating a new tension when deciding to include or exclude, as there 
is no opportunity to differentiate between connections (Horst 2008). Finally, the 
acceptance or rejection of any friend requests received adds another layer of social 
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processing to engagement on SNS, requiring users to constantly negotiate what is 
appropriate (Horst 2008). As discussed in Gershon’s (2010) research, there is currently 
little consensus about what appropriate use of, and behaviour on, these sites looks like. 
Boyd (2008) argues that the teenage users who are growing older together with social 
media are creating new social norms together. According to Donath and boyd (2004), SNS 
users’ friend connections speak to their identity. Publicising these connections provides a 
way to contextualise one’s identity. Particularly with reference to MySpace, boyd (2006) 
argues that choosing one’s “Top 8” friends is a more explicit act of identity performance, 
privileging certain relationships over others. Boyd (2008) maintains that SNS are not 
altering the fundamental nature of friendship practices, but rather represent a new mode of 
communicating and articulating these practices and connections. 
 
Similarly, Gershon (2010) explores how new media impact the ways people dissolve 
romantic relationships. While emphasising that new media does not essentially alter the 
fundamental nature of romantic relationships, Gershon does highlight how users must 
develop a new repertoire of communication when it concerns new media and romantic 
relationships. Gershon (2010) examines the ways people experience and articulate 
romantic relationships through social networking sites. Gershon’s focus was on the 
experience of mediated breakups, not connections. Her research highlights the numerous 
differences in idiom of practice surrounding SNS, texting and IM-ing. Gershon (2010) 
continually highlights the way an individual’s interpretation of the medium that delivers the 
message, frames the meaning of the message itself. Complications arise when the parties 
involved do not interpret the medium in the same way. Although Gershon’s research 
focuses primarily on interviewing university students, she acknowledges the wide variation 
in the use of technology and the meanings given to it. In previous quantitative research, 
these differences have not been represented, perhaps due to some of the inherent 
limitations of the method. Instead of establishing themes based on results, Gershon 
groups her chapters around significant events or dilemmas. She then catalogues the 
different ways people use technology to respond to and communicate about these events. 
Generally, Gershon finds that there are no commonly held understandings concerning the 
etiquette of using technology to breakup (amongst other things). Gershon’s research 
strongly indicates that collective social norms are still in their infancy. In doing this, 
Gershon uses concepts such as ‘interpretive flexibility’ to highlight the agency of users and 
the way in which users’ practices can alter technological artefacts (Wajcman 2008). 
Gershon (2010) argues that individual media ideologies – the personal ideas about what 
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each media means - structure how and when, and what values individuals assign to 
certain types of communication. Thus, Gershon (2010) argues that the important 
information lies not in the message, but in the second-order information that the medium 
through which it is delivered contains. 
 
Additional research regarding friendship and SNS is limited, notable exceptions are 
Barkardjieva (2014) and Bucher (2012b) who both take a theoretical approach to 
examining the impact of SNS on friendship. Barkardjieva (2014) argues that as a result of 
SNS friendship has been McDonaldized (Ritzer 1993) as the features of SNS make 
friendship efficient, calculable, predictable and more easily controlled. Like the business 
Ritzer (1993) describes, Barkardjieva (2014) argues that the media industry has followed 
the same self-service paradigm. What this means is that 
 
 “The patient work of taming and the uniqueness of the figure of the friend…have 
been swept aside and replaced by a brief sequence of clicks and a multiplicity of 
post-stamp images staring and smiling at us from the computer screen” 
(Bakardjieva 2014: 371). 
 
Barkardjieva (2014) argues that Facebook’s architecture operates in such a way as to 
make users’ behaviour predictable. It does this by offering users a more confined and 
guided experience than previous sites such as MySpace which gave users much more 
creative flexibility.  However, as Barkardjieva (20014) acknowledges users do find ways to 
work within highly rationalised systems such as Facebook.  
 
Approaches like Barkardjieva’s (2014) treat friendship as a pre-exiting social category. 
However, Bucher (2012b) argues that friendship online is fundamentally driven, as it is 
technologically and commercially driven in a ways that offline friendships are not. This, 
Bucher contends means that friendships online have different configurations to their offline 
counterparts and cannot be treated as pre-exiting social categories as the social-technical 
processes of SNS activate friendship in unique ways.  However, the argument that 
relationships are activated online does not account for the ways in which friendships long 
been and continue to be mediated via a variety of social-technical processes. Just 
because friendships are mediated by a particular technology does not mean that they do 
not also exist as prior social relationships. 
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Social Capital and Social Networking Sites 
 
The relationship between the internet and social capital, has been a matter of scholarly 
interest for some time now (Wellman, Haase, Witte and Hampton 2001; Hampton and 
Wellman 2003; Quan-Haase and Wellman 2004) and often tap into ongoing debates about 
the potentially isolating effects of technology and the apparent decline of community life. 
These discussions have now extended to encompass SNS as well previous forms of 
online communities. Therefore the relationship between SNS and social capital represents 
a significant site of investigation and is the main avenue for discussing the effect of SNS 
on social relationships.  
Generally, the literature concludes that internet use and social capital are positively 
associated. An example of this is Pierce and Lovrich’s (2003) research that examines the 
impact of internet technology on social trust and personal trust, which are indicators of 
social capital. The authors examine 40 US cities, which were assessed at their level of 
being ‘wired’ and their overall level of trust (Pierce and Lovrich 2003). The authors 
controlled for individual city demographics and the personal characteristics of the 
individuals. The conclusions from these surveys differed based on which level of trust was 
measured, but despite this discrepancy, the authors concluded that internet usage, both at 
the aggregate and individual level was associated with higher levels of generalised trust 
(Pierce and Lovrich 2003). Research also indicates that internet use is effective in 
generating social capital among new migrants by enabling them to develop new ties, 
leading to employment and accommodation, while maintaining existing ones (Hiller and 
Franz 2004). 
Research examining the creation of social capital online has now extended to examine the 
interaction between social capital and Facebook in particular. The finding from this 
research reports a similar positive association. The research demonstrates that Facebook 
can reconfigure the relationship between physical proximity and relationship development 
by enabling users to maintain larger sets of weak ties. Facebook does this by making 
ephemeral connections persistent as it lowers the cost of maintaining or re-engaging weak 
ties (Ellison et al. 2011). Additionally, Facebook helps individuals to utilise their social 
networks for tasks such as information seeking (Ellison et al. 2011; Wohn, Lampe, Vitak, 
and Ellison 2011). While the popular focus on SNS has examined their negative social 
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implications, academic research tends to provide little support for fears about the social 
and psychological consequences of SNS use (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011) and emphasises 
its positive role in the creation of social capital (Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield and Vitak 2011), 
as well as its ability to facilitate political engagement amongst youth (Kaye 2011). 
Additional research by Livingstone (2008) suggests that involvement in social networking 
sites may actually increase perceptions of trust and create opportunities for the 
development of identity, lifestyle and social bonds. 
 
Similarly, Valenzuela, Park and Kee (2009) examine the connection between social 
capital, Facebook use, life satisfaction, trust, and civic and political participation. Primarily, 
that study sought to measure whether Facebook opens up new avenues of civic and 
political participation for college students (Valenzuela et al.2009). Using data from a 
survey of college students aged 18–29, a multidimensional construct that included 
measures of social capital, trust, life satisfaction and civic and political participation was 
applied to a sample of 2,603 participants. The authors conclude that Facebook appears to 
attract students who are more civically engaged, though acknowledge there may be some 
self-selection bias in their sample (Valenzuela et al. 2009). After accounting for this, it was 
found that intensity of Facebook use was positively associated with life satisfaction and 
trust, although stronger with life satisfaction than social trust (Valenzuela et al. 2009). 
Demographic predictors had the strongest relationship with civic and political engagement 
(Valenzuela et al. 2009). Intensity of Facebook use was positively associated with civic 
participation, but not political participation (Valenzuela et al. 2009). The research findings 
concluded that there were strong positive associations between Facebook use and the 
intensity of Facebook group use and the student’s life satisfactions, social trust and civic 
and political participation (Valenzuela et al. 2009). Similarly a related article by Park, Kee 
and Valenzuela (2009) reported similar findings and positively associated engagement 
with Facebook groups to civic and political engagement offline. 
From these findings the authors contend that the results of their investigation contradict 
the ‘time displacement hypothesis’ suggested by Putnam (2000) concerning the effects of 
television on social capital, which has since been expanded to encompass the internet 
(Valenzuela et al. 2009). The authors argue that this hypothesis has been largely 
incorrectly applied to the internet as it assumes certain patterns of use across all users, 
ignoring the variety of different ways individuals use the internet. The authors maintain that 
this hypothesis cannot apply equally to online activities. Activities such as information 
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gathering and community building are vastly different to entertainment and diversion, such 
as online movies and games that explain why online activities are found to both increase 
and decrease social capital (Valenzuela et al. 2009). The authors’ claim that this rationale 
can be easily extended to SNS and their impact on social capital is entirely contingent on 
the uses and gratifications sought by users (Valenzuela et al. 2009). 
Steinfield, Ellison and Lampe (2008) also consider the relationship between the internet 
and social capital by examining the relationship between the intensity of Facebook use on 
participants’ psychological wellbeing and their development of social capital. The results of 
their longitudinal study indicate that the intensity of Facebook use strongly predicts 
bridging social capital (Steinfield, Ellison and Lampe 2008). Bridging social capital helps 
create connections between socially heterogeneous groups. They conclude that Facebook 
use is beneficial in providing participants with lower self-esteem access to generalised 
bridging social capital within the university environment (Steinfield, Ellison and Lampe 
2008). Ellison, Lampe and Steinfeld (2009) also argue that their data suggest that broad 
internet use does not positively influence social capital. Rather, it is something particular 
about certain types of online activities like Facebook use that positively influence social 
capital. They argue that this is because Facebook is by and large an extension of already 
existing communication strategies such as gossip and the yearly holidays newsletter that 
have helped people maintain an ambient awareness of diffuse social connections (Ellison, 
Lampe and Steinfield 2009). Facebook, through the Newsfeed, serves a similar function 
as it allows its users to keep abreast of changes and activities across an ephemeral and 
dispersed network. The worked discussed above has uniformly sampled college aged 
students. A notable exception to this is the work conducted by Ellison et al. (2014) who 
sampled adult, non-academic staff at a university in the US. In this study, Ellison et al. 
(2014) examined the process of relationships maintenance on Facebook and its role in 
social capital processes. Specifically they were interested in bridging social capital (the 
creation of a social network among a heterogeneous group). In order to measure this they 
developed a Facebook maintenance scale, which measured various maintenance 
behaviours on Facebook such as posting birthday greeting on a friend’s wall and 
responding to posts seeking advice and or sharing good news (Ellison et al. 2014). 
Significantly Ellison et al. (2014) did not just measure the number of connections present 
on users’ Facebook accounts, but rather examined the number of ‘actual’ friends that 
participants reported having. 
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While Ellison et al. (2011) present a uniformly positive assessment of the role of Facebook 
in social capital formation, other research acknowledges the often contradictory 
relationship between internet use and social capital (Valenzuela et al. 2009). The effects of 
SNS and internet use are highly contingent on the uses and gratifications sought by users, 
which explain why online activities are found to both increase and decrease social capital 
(Valenzuela et al. 2009). Therefore, examining the level and types of usage is important as 
it will likely have an impact on how SNS usage is incorporated into, and impacts on, 
people’s lives (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011). 
Conclusion 
 
The literature presented above focuses on young people’s experience of social networking 
sites and social media in general. From this research, it is possible to identify several 
trends. First, there is a strong inclination in the literature to view SNS profiles as 
performances of identity through the articulation of taste and friendship connections. The 
strong focus on youth practices online is perhaps inherent due to the structuring of 
Facebook, which was initially only available to university students. While this is no longer 
the case, it is understandable that university students are the focus of the majority of 
previous work. 
 
However, restricting the sample to university students from a single institution limits the 
conclusions that can be drawn from the data, as they do not consider the implications of 
Facebook use outside of the university environment. It also does not consider the 
variations in Facebook usage and associated outcomes across differing demographics, 
which is characteristic of the majority of literature on social media. Like the previous 
research discussed, it also measures social capital in a generalised manner. Furthermore, 
the focus on relationships as the sole component of social media obscures other uses of 
this technology.  
 
Fischer (1992) advocates contextually bound analysis that examines how devices are 
introduced and adopted, what people use them for, whether the use of a particular 
technology changes as it evolves, and how the flow-on effects of this use affects other 
actions and potentially alters the context for other actors. Accounting for context means 
accounting for what type of space Facebook could be. As demonstrated in the above 
literature, an analysis of Facebook’s architectural and spatial properties and how they 
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might shape users’ interactions is currently missing from the literature. Boyd and Ellison’s 
(2007) definition has assumptions about the type of space Facebook has built into its 
definition, and it is from this definition that much scholarship has started. It is clear that 
there is room for a further analysis of Facebook that does not take it status as public or 
semi-public as a given. Examining what kind of space Facebook might be means 
accounting for the relationship between Facebook’s architectures and users’ actions in this 
space while acknowledging that these two elements are mutually shaping. It is in this 
particular gap that this research is situated and extends from current scholarship. 
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Chapter 3  
Methodology and Methods 
 
Introduction 
 
The primary question addressed in this chapter is how best to examine Facebook in light 
of the research questions presented in the introductory chapter; that is how to choose 
methods that will best address the concomitant focus on the social and architectural 
features of Facebook. Facebook is a large object of study with current estimates of its user 
base at approximately 1 billion monthly active users (Facebook 2014). By taking a case 
study approach I was able to preserve the networked and personal nature of Facebook. 
Despite Facebook’s large parameters its qualitative characteristics emphasise the 
individual as each network necessarily begins with a single person and each person 
experiences a network that is unique to his or herself. 
However, to begin this research I needed to delineate my ontological approach to 
Facebook. This research project is concerned with the interaction between Facebook, 
friendship, and the self and is situated within the broader context of late modernity. In 
order to answer these questions an approach that examines both structure and behaviour 
is necessary. To simply examine the behaviour of participants as it manifests on Facebook 
leaves the mechanisms by which this behaviour comes to pass unexamined. A critical 
realist approach gives ontological status to social phenomena which in turn are composed 
of social structures, of which we can only ever have partial knowledge. A critical realist 
approach allows me to theorise and account for structuring forces and how they may be 
involved in the production of these behaviours.  
In order to achieve this I employ a case study approach to Facebook that employs three 
research methods, interviewing, observation and a structured questionnaire to generate 
data. In this chapter I argue that a case study approach is the best way to examine 
Facebook in light of the ontological positions of this research and the questions it poses. In 
order to access the networked nature of Facebook I constructed a case study from my 
personal network. To access someone else’s network would mean co-inhabiting their 
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online world via Facebook which is not practical or possible. So while Facebook as a 
whole constitutes the object of study or the broader phenomenon that structures this 
research, I situated my research within a network on Facebook.  
The analysis of the data generated from this approach is also informed by critical realism. 
Adopting a critical realist approach to the structure and execution of this research provides 
a framework that guides the ontological assumptions I made about the object of this 
research (Facebook) and how I approached the analysis of the data generated. This 
approach ultimately shaped the findings of this research and its broader contribution to the 
theoretical discussion surrounding Facebook and other similar technologies.  
This chapter is divided in into two parts. The first part begins with the ontological and 
theoretical assumptions made in this research. I then go on to discuss the execution of 
these assumptions through my adoption of the case study, and how this case study and 
the multiple methods employed are consistent with a critical realist approach. I describe 
the methods used to generate data in this case study in detail and reflect on the practice of 
this research, and position myself in relation to the data generated. I then detail my 
analytical approach to the data and provide examples of this approach before concluding 
with a discussion of the ethical issues associated with this research. 
Ontological and Theoretical Assumptions 
 
Critical realism is the ontological position that reality has an objective existence 
independent of the subjective understandings of any one observer (Danermark et al. 
2002). Critical realism acknowledges that this objective reality can only ever be partially 
understood and accessed via discourse and representation (Dyson and Brown 2006). 
Scott (2005) argues that while our knowledge of reality can only ever be partial this does 
not mean that social phenomena - which are separate to an individual’s existence and 
understandings - do not exist. Critical realism is an attempt to reconcile context-bound and 
emergent descriptions about the world with the ontological position that reality exists 
outside of and independent to these attempts to describe it (Scott 2005). Thus accounts of 
Facebook produced by this research are only ever able to partially represent the 
phenomena under study; they are constrained by the position of those giving the accounts, 
in keeping with the ontological status given to reality as only partially knowable. Therefore, 
the accounts presented in this research may differ from other studies as they are a 
reflection of the unique characteristics of the participants in this research.  
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The foundations of critical realism are found in the work of Bhaskar (1978) and Lukes 
(1974). The critical realist approach espoused by Bhaskar (1978) focuses on the 
relationship between reality and science. Science, as defined by critical realism, is 
practical research work with the knowledge produced by scientific research being regarded 
as separate to the practice of research itself. In an attempt to understand reality through 
practical research work, Bhaskar (1978) proposed that the fundamental ontological 
question is: “What must reality be like to make the existence of science possible?” (in 
Danermark et al. 2002: 18). From the existence of scientific practice it is possible to 
conclude that there is an independent reality that exists separately to our knowledge of it. 
It can also be concluded that important aspects of this reality and how it behaves are not 
always immediately accessible through observation. Thus, one of the key properties of 
reality is that it is not transparent because it acts in ways that we cannot observe directly 
and the ways in which we can know about this reality are conceptually mediated.  
As such, Bhaskar (1978) argues that there are three ontological domains: the empirical, 
the actual, and the real. Empirical domains are comprised of direct and indirect 
experiences. This is distinct from what Bhaskar (1978) calls the ‘actual’ domain, in which 
events happen whether or not we are able to perceive them. This domain accounts for 
things happening in the world outside of our experience, or indeed our ability to perceive 
that these things occur. The third aspect of Bhaskar’s (1978: 56) “ontological map” is the 
domain of the ‘real’. This domain contains the objects or mechanisms that produce events 
in the world. These mechanisms in themselves are often unobservable; however their 
effects can be examined and observed. Danermark et al. (2002) argue that not only does 
knowledge produced in this process have meanings, but it also has different meanings to 
different people. Reality, according to a critical realist perspective is differentiated, 
structured and stratified, there are many different practices and interests, which sometimes 
conflict (Sayer 2000). Associated with these practices and interests are parallel, and 
sometimes competing interpretations and conceptual frameworks. Social constructions are 
constructions of a reality that exists independently to what that reality may look like. 
These philosophical foundations have since been applied to social science by scholars 
such as Archer (1998), Sayer (1997) Cruishank (2003) and Hammersley (1992). The 
application of critical realism to the social sciences raises slightly different issues than its 
application to the natural sciences as the knowledge produced by scientific activity is 
fundamentally different in nature to the knowledge produced by social scientists. Natural 
scientists are interpreting naturally produced, but socially defined objects. In contrast, the 
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objects studied by social scientists are both socially produced and socially defined 
(Danermark et al. 2002). Although the socially produced objects studied by social 
scientists might not have the same stability as naturally produced objects they still have 
powers and mechanisms that operate independently of the social meanings and actions 
surrounding them.  
Therefore, the object of this study (Facebook) exists beyond the meanings participants 
give to it. In this case, technology is a constraining factor, as the way Facebook is 
designed affects how and why people engage with (and through) this technology. There is 
a case to be made for regarding technology as an institution itself, as opposed to how it is 
traditionally theorised as a catalyst of cultural and institutional change (Brey 2003). This 
means acknowledging technology as a social entity in its own right, not merely one viewed 
through other regulative frameworks such as capitalism, governance or family (Brey 2003). 
Technology is a social phenomenon, an object and structuring force, which means to a 
certain extent it has a deterministic role in shaping collective behaviour. However, 
technology is also subject to social forces, as much as it shapes them. Practices and 
discourse surrounding certain technologies and their use can mean that they are used in 
unintended or surprising ways. This research is interested in this dialectical relationship 
between technology and mechanisms that produce events (or behaviour). A critical realist 
approach acknowledges that social mechanisms (or structures) do not have the same fixity 
as generative mechanisms in the natural world. This means that social mechanisms can 
adapt and change over time in response to qualitative transformations in behaviour. This 
approach is well suited the object of study, Facebook, and by extension technology more 
broadly, as technologies, like other social structures generate events, but are particularly 
prone to sudden emergence and decline which suggest that they are also shaped by 
behaviour. 
The epistemological position that best encompasses the way that critical realism is used in 
in this thesis is what Hammersley terms “subtle realism” (1992: 51). Hammersley identifies 
realism as lying between naïve realism and relativism, and therefore avoiding some of the 
epistemological pitfalls of these positions. Subtle realism investigates independent, 
knowable phenomena, while acknowledging that research cannot directly access those 
phenomena. From this perspective the aim of social research is to represent (but not 
reproduce) reality (Hammersley 1992). Therefore, subtle realism attempts to reconcile 
context-dependent descriptions about the world with an independent reality that exists 
outside of, and is independent of, attempts to describe it (Scott 2005). However, as 
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research always takes place from a particular point of view of the researcher, some 
features of the object of the study are rendered more relevant than others. This means 
there can be multiple (and potentially contradictory) accounts of the same phenomenon 
(Hammersley 1992). As subtle realism is concerned with representing reality as opposed 
to ascertaining its ‘truth’, all of these representations have the potential to be valid.  
Choosing Methods: A Critical Realist Approach 
 
The use of critical realism does not imply any particular methodological approach. It is a 
way of conceptualising the object of study, which then leads to certain methodological 
decisions. Scholars such as Danermark et al. (2002) have developed a methodological 
approach which accounts for a critical realist ontology in the research process. Danermark 
et al. (2002: 151-152) argue that a critical realist approach to ‘doing’ research means that 
the research must adopt a critical attitude towards the following: 
“1. The claim that it is possible to understand and explain phenomena by using 
methods from the natural sciences, which presuppose more or less closed systems; 
2. methods based on purely subjectivist assumptions, i.e. that social reality is 
nothing but a social construction and not an interpreted objective reality; and 
3. approaches based on the objectivist assumption that subjective intentions should 
be excluded from a scientific study of society.” 
In being critical of the above, Danermark et al. (2002) advocate combining methods as the 
best way to embody a critical realist approach in practical research work. In the context of 
this research the combination of methods was achieved in the construction of a case study 
which will be discussed in the following sections. Situating the methodological pluralism of 
this research within critical realism avoids some of the critiques levelled at mixed methods 
research. Scholars have argued that mixed methods research mixes paradigms (Creswell 
1995; Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998) and are generally critical of the link between 
paradigm and methodology that Danermark et al. (2002) advocate. Scholars like Creswell 
(1995) and Howe (1988) contend that ontology and epistemological concerns should not 
be placed above more practical issues. This position is in opposition to a critical realist 
methodology that emphasises the link between ontology and methodology.  
In keeping with a critical realist perspective, Danermark et al. (2002) reject some of the 
usual justifications for conducting mixed methods research such as explorative-directed 
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qualitative study in which the qualitative portion of the study informed the instruments 
developed for the quantitative work that follows. Additionally, they are sceptical of the use 
of mixed methods for validation and argue that, from a critical realist perspective, this 
amounts to an epistemic fallacy. Empirical connections themselves cannot identify the 
generative mechanisms, which are central to critical realist ontology (Danermark et al. 
2002). Instead a critical realist approach holds that that interaction between mechanism 
and event can only be deduced through the focused study of consciously selected cases. 
For this research the consciously selected object of study is Facebook. This is the 
perspective taken for this research and is in keeping with the primary method for this type 
of research – the case study. Through these methods I can achieve the “intense and 
focused study” (Danermark et al. 2002), which can contribute new knowledge to the forces 
behind the patterns observed. 
Case Study: Strengths and Limitations 
 
The deep context-dependant knowledge generated by case studies is a useful way of 
capturing the rich ambiguity associated with lived experience (Flyvbjerg 2001). Consistent 
with this, the data generated in this research is context dependant (like all case studies) 
and constrained by my own biographical characteristics. Case studies focus on an 
individual unit as an object of study and Stake (2008: 119 – 120) further defines case 
studies as “functioning specific” or a “bounded system.” In this research Facebook 
represents the bounded system that constitutes the object of study. The case, or the 
individual unit under examination, is a network on Facebook, and how those in this 
network relate to the object of study (Facebook). Using case studies as a method to 
conduct research raises attendant concerns about the generalisability of the findings 
produced by this method.  
Case Studies and Generalisability 
 
The question of generalisation in qualitative research, and the extent to which this is 
necessary is a matter of some debate (Payne and Williams 2005). Quantitative and 
qualitative approaches to research have different understandings of generalisation. The 
problem of empirical generalisation is most often associated with a positivist approach to 
research, which creates a probability sample in order to make inferences about a wider 
population (Tripp 1985; Williams 2000). Therefore, some qualitative sociologists contest 
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the relevance of generalisation at all and deny that generalisation should be the outcome 
of qualitative work (Denzin 1983; Marshall and Rossman 1989; Denzin and Lincoln 1995). 
Despite this, the question of generalisation must still be addressed. 
 For case studies, Adelman et al. (1976) identify three different types of possible 
generalisations. The first possibility for generalisation is from the instance studied to the 
class it represents, for example from studying one private school, a researcher may be 
able to make generalisations private schools more broadly. The second avenue for 
generalisation is to generalise from case-bound features across a multiplicity of classes 
that might share the same features such as demographic characteristics. Finally, Adelman 
et al. (1976) suggest that generalisations might also be made about the case itself. When 
detailing the findings of a case study, findings are generalised to theory through which 
statements can be made about other cases. Case studies are also generalisable through 
falsification (Popper 2000). Falsification is widely employed in scientific research, and 
holds that if one observation does not fit with the proposition, the proposition is invalid and 
must be revised or rejected (Popper 2000). Ruddin (2006) further argues that to assert that 
one’s analysis of a case is valid is to also claim a measure of generalisability. That is, that 
the claims made about that case are also applicable to other cases with similar properties. 
Findings are not inferred from case studies, but rather constructions and patterns of 
meaning are imposed on cases (Mitchell 2000; Flyvbjerg 2001). The choice of case 
studies is not without its limitations, but as demonstrated earlier this method is aligned with 
the ontological position from which this research starts.  
Case studies are perceived as being difficult to generalise from because they are 
perceived to be too particular, context dependant and isolated from their broader context 
to be useful objects of generalisation (Ruddin 2006). However, scholars such as Flyvbjerg 
(2011) argue that case studies, far from being isolated objects must be grounded in 
relation to their environment. As advocated by Flyvbjerg (2011) this research is situated 
within its broader social context. This context includes anxieties around the social effects 
of SNS and the patterns of late modernity more broadly that shape our lived experiences. 
While Facebook is the object of research, I have positioned this object within broader 
debates about community and social relationships.  
In addition to this, my approach to generalisability is also influenced by the subtle realist 
position in which Hammersley (1992) identifies three key elements as central in judging 
research: knowledge, reality, and the aim of social research. Instead of focusing on the 
validity and ‘truth’ of a claim as a measurement of knowledge, knowledge is defined by 
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Hammersley (1992) as beliefs about which one can be reasonably confident. This means 
assessing a claim based on its plausibility, credibility and compatibility with the observed 
phenomena. For Hammersley the plausibility and credibility of claims made in social 
research are assessed in two ways. Firstly, Hammersley (1992) proposes that we must 
consider whether claims are sufficiently plausible given our existing knowledge of the 
social world. However, he acknowledges that it is the researcher in the production of their 
research who decides what claims correspond to the phenomena being examined 
(Hammersley 1992). Social reality is never presented ‘as it is’ in qualitative research, but 
rather it is shaped by the researcher’s particular point of view. Thus reality, as it is 
represented in qualitative accounts is mediated twice; once by the participants’ accounts 
and second by the researcher and the research.  
 Claims that are novel, or outside of our existing knowledge about the world require extra 
evidence from the researcher so the reader can judge these claims as plausible and 
credible. Compatibility rests on the whether the account made by the researcher can 
reasonably claim to depict social reality. Abandoning a focus on validity as a measure of 
knowledge requires acknowledging, “there are phenomena independent of our claims 
about them, which those claims may represent more or less accurately” (Hammersley 
1992: 51). In the context of this research, it means that I have sought to provide additional 
evidence for claims that are novel or outside of existing knowledge regarding Facebook or 
SNS more generally. In additional to this Hammersley (1992) acknowledges that there are 
certain elements of common sense to the process of judging plausibility and credibility in 
which the reader, with the help of the information provided by the researcher makes his or 
her assessment based on their knowledge and position in relation to the phenomenon. 
Therefore, use of multiple methods to create this case is not to make claims to validity, but 
rather to provide the reader with enough information to confidently support the new claims 
made in this research.  
Sampling and Recruitment: Creating a Sample 
 
In seeking to examine Facebook, I elected to examine the experiences and activities of 
Facebook users. In creating my sample I decided to use myself as the starting point. My 
recruitment strategy began in my immediate social network through my friends on 
Facebook. Two of the methods employed in this research, the structured questionnaire 
and the interview, were central to the recruitment process. Using the researcher’s personal 
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networks as a starting point for sample creation has been used in several studies (see for 
example, Biernacki and Waldof 1981; Duncan and Edwards 1999; Browne 2005). 
However, utilising my social network as a starting point means that the range of people 
included in the sample is inevitably limited by my biographical characteristics; a female 
PhD student, in my mid-twenties, single and without children. This produced a sample 
which to some extent reflected some of these characteristics. Nonetheless, as recruitment 
continued the sample began to diversify from these characteristics. 
The first step in creating a sample from my network was to ask my Facebook friends to 
circulate a link to the structured questionnaire through their Facebook pages. 
 
Structured Questionnaire 
 
To gain a sense of how participants are using Facebook they were asked to complete an 
online structured questionnaire consisting of 31 questions. The questionnaire (see 
Appendix 1) asked participants for demographic information including: gender, age, and 
educational attainment. The questionnaire also asked participants to ‘map’ their Facebook 
network by asking where they met their connections on Facebook and their location. The 
survey also asked participants if they used their real name on Facebook, how long they 
had held their account and how many friends they had on their Facebook account at that 
moment in time. I also asked participants if they had met everyone on their friends list in 
person, and what they primarily used Facebook for. The questionnaire also asked basic 
questions about frequency of use, mode of use (e.g. smart phone, computer) and place of 
use. The structured questionnaire was hosted on surveymonkey.com, an online survey 
creation and hosting tool that allows for access to the questionnaire once it has been 
activated. The questionnaire and participation in the study was limited to those above 18 
years of age. Participants were asked basic demographic questions such as their age, 
gender, and education level. Participants were also asked about their usage of Facebook, 
including how many Facebook friends they have, whether they ‘lurk’ or actively participate, 
how often during the day they use Facebook and when and where they use Facebook. 
Assessing levels and types of use is acknowledged as an important way of gauging how 
SNS fit into and affects users’ lives (Hargittai and Hsieh 2011). 
The questionnaire remained open until a minimum of 100 participants had taken the 
questionnaire. The responses were used to guide and direct the selection of participants 
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for the semi-structured interviews and observational components of this study as well as 
sensitising me to differences and similarities across participants before interviewing (Olsen 
2004). The data was used as background information to contextualise my qualitative 
analysis. Quantitative analysis was restricted to summary descriptive statistics in order to 
provide information about the sample. 
Interviewing 
 
Interviewees were selected from those who indicated in the structured questionnaire that 
they were interested in participating further. Participants who completed the questionnaire 
and then indicated an interest in participating further in the research were then contacted 
via email to arrange an interview. In the process of concluding the interview, participants 
were asked if they would be willing to post a link to the questionnaire on their Facebook to 
their friends; further diversifying the sample from my original network. All but one 
participant agreed to do this. This new posting elicited a new wave of participants, with 
whom the same process was repeated. This staggered recruitment continued until 30 
participants were recruited for the qualitative elements of this research. On commencing 
the third wave of recruitment, it became apparent that female participants were 
considerably over-represented in my sample. Using my social networks, I focused on 
recruiting male participants to interview and observe. This process was moderately 
successful, and resulted in a distribution that largely mirrors the ratio of male to female 
respondents in the questionnaire; 80 percent women, and 20 percent men. Difficulty in 
recruiting male participants for studies examining friendship is documented in the literature 
(Butera 2006) and my experience was in keeping with these accounts. Of all respondents 
who took the survey, 27.1% expressed interest in being further involved with the study. 
The interviews conducted in this research were produced via semi-structured interviewing. 
Semi-structured interviewing is particularly well suited to generate data about situationally 
specific social processes such as Facebook (Manson 2006). As I was interested in 
participants’ understandings of Facebook, interviewing gave me a way to access these 
accounts. Following the critical realist ontology of this research, participants’ views and 
accounts of Facebook are particularly important as they provide the means through which I 
accessed and interpreted the social structures and mechanism relevant to the social 
phenomena under study.  
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Conducting the Interviews 
 
As part of the interviewing process, interviewees were given the choice as to whether they 
preferred to be interviewed via Skype, phone, instant messaging (IM), or face-to-face. Due 
to the nature of my recruitment strategy, interviewing all participants face-to-face was not 
feasible because my sample was spread interstate and overseas. While there was an 
approximately equal distribution between phone, IM and face-to-face interviews, none of 
my interviewees chose to be interviewed via Skype (video calling). Allowing this degree of 
flexibility allowed participants to pick a communication medium with which they felt 
comfortable. Face-to-face interviews were recorded with a digital voice recorder, and then 
transcribed by me or a professional transcription service. Face-to-face interviews took 
place at a location chosen by the participants. This was always either a café on The 
University of Queensland campus, or in the greater Brisbane area.  
 
Phone interviews also took place via Skype on a laptop computer. In addition to video 
calling Skype has the facility to call landline and mobile phone numbers. These calls took 
place in a quiet and private area of my home at a time chosen by the participant. Calls 
were recorded with AudioHijack, software that is able to digitally record audio from 
computer programs. As with the face-to-face interviews these were also transcribed by a 
professional transcription service or by me. Interviews conducted via IM took place over 
the interviewees’ preferred IM service. Participants chose to utilise the IM function of either 
Skype or Facebook. As these interviews were already text, they did not required further 
transcription. As the interviews were transcribed verbatim and in their entirety using the 
participants’ exact words and the connections between their responses to my questions 
and between topics were preserved. This provided a starting point from which to follow 
themes across the various types of data as well as providing a solid basis for grounding 
theory.  
 
At the start of each interview, I opened with a very general question about how long they 
had been members of Facebook. I then asked if they could remember why they signed up. 
None of my participants were early adopters of Facebook and only joined Facebook due to 
an increasing number of invitations generated by Facebook. When users joined Facebook 
for the first time they were encouraged to find their friends among existing Facebook 
users, or if their contacts were not on Facebook to send an automatically generated email 
to everyone in their address book. Asking participants why they signed up to Facebook led 
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to more general discussion about the experience of being on Facebook, particularly the 
experience of having different social circles on Facebook. When I commenced the 
interviewing process I expected frequent accounts of ‘drama’ on Facebook. To my surprise 
virtually none were forthcoming. This was dramatically out of step with my day-to-day 
interactions with others, who upon discovering my research topic usually told me an 
anecdote (either first or second hand) of interpersonal tension on Facebook. When I 
specifically probed my participants about this, they usually drew a blank, or offered a 
benign example, for example de-friending an old boss, and then running into her in 
person. In this example, neither the former employer nor the participant mentioned the 
defriending and the experience was categorised as slightly awkward. This may be 
reflective of my sample, which while generally ‘young’ was older that the youth 
demographics most commonly studied in Facebook research. What surprised me about 
the interviewing experience was the level of pragmatism with which participants viewed 
Facebook. When I began interviewing Facebook was a well-established technology and 
participants seemed to have a well-developed grasp of what Facebook was ‘for’ – for 
example keeping in touch with friends - and they frequently emphasised how ‘easy’ 
Facebook made communication.  
Accounting for Mediated Interviews 
 
As described above in the interview process I used a variety of methods to conduct the 
interviews, some of which were not in person. Often in the social sciences, face-to-face 
interviews are perceived as the best way of collecting qualitative data. Face-to-face 
communication is regarded as a richer form of data collection due to the presence of non-
verbal cues and information. However, in doing this it ignores the way everyday life takes 
place online. Flick (2009) suggests that IM comes closest to face-to-face interviewing due 
to the synchronous nature of interaction, while Beneito-Montagut (2011) argues that there 
is no difference between online and offline interpersonal communication. While Beneito-
Mantaguit’s (2011) argument is perhaps the most radical of views on this issue, insisting 
that face-to-face communication is a superior data collection method replicates a 
redundant dichotomy between online and offline modes of communication. 
 
The idea that other methods of data collection may be just as or, in fact, more appropriate 
has largely been left unexplored with the exception of Holt’s (2010) work on telephone 
interviewing and Hanna’s (2012) work on interviewing over Skype. As a researcher, I felt 
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relatively comfortable with whatever medium the participant chose to be interviewed. My 
previous work outside the academic environment meant that I was familiar with conducting 
successful telephone interviews, and as a heavy user of computer mediated 
communication, I experienced little difficulty in negotiating the expectations around this 
medium. My experiences in the field and the experiences of other researchers such as 
Holt (2010) and Hanna (2012) indicate that there may be a variety of reasons, 
methodological and practical, why mediated interviewing may be just as, or more, effective 
than face-to-face interviewing. Over the course of this research I did not notice substantial 
differences between the data generated from interviews conducted face-to-face and those 
conducted over the phone or instant messaging. I argue that this is because my 
participants picked a method of interviewing with which they felt comfortable. If anything, 
face-to-face interviews were more likely to go ‘off-track’ into interesting and related, but not 
directly relevant areas of conversation. For example, one of my participants in a face-to-
face interview segued into a discussion of contemporary feminism and young women. In 
this sense the data generated from face-to-face interviews was more contextually detailed 
as it gave me some insight into the participants’ personal beliefs, this did not necessarily 
make for a difference in critical reflection when it came to their Facebook use.  
  
Observation 
 
In order to contextualise participants’ interview accounts, I also asked them if I could 
‘friend’ them on Facebook in order to observe their visible Facebook activity. This allowed 
me to observe Facebook interaction ‘in situ’ and note participants’ posting patterns and 
interactions over time. Due to the way in which the sample was constructed, some 
participants were also friends with each other (and my research account) on Facebook. 
This meant I was able to observe interaction between parties over time. Observation 
included collecting data from status updates and comments made on other participants’ 
status updates. Gathering naturally occurring data can provide insight into the construction 
of meaning and identities, which is important in assessing question of the self as posed by 
in this research (Mann and Stewart 2000; Barker 2008). Using observational methods to 
collect data is consistent with the previously stated emphasis on depth, complexity and 
multi-dimensionality of data. From a more pragmatic perspective, non-participant 
observation is the best way of collecting data to investigate the self presented on 
Facebook, and whether this is congruent with participants’ accounts. This data is not 
available in any other form. While I could have asked participants to recount their 
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experiences to me, situational dynamics can never be fully recounted (Manson 2006). 
Non-participant observation retains the form, content and chronology of the data as well at 
capturing the interactional features of Facebook, i.e. conversations playing out in public in 
response to a status update. Comments and actions of Facebook are also time-stamped 
allowing further analysis of the interactional order. This observational data gleaned from 
Facebook has a temporal element in addition to the more obvious collaborative, relational 
and self-representational aspects. 
 
Characteristics of the Sample 
 
In total from the 155 responses to the questionnaire 39 agreed to be contacted for an 
interview and 116 declined. For the 39 that agreed to be contacted 9 either did not 
respond to follow up emails, did not turn up for interviews or where unable to finalise a 
convenient interview time. The basic demographic characteristics for the structured 
questionnaire and interview (which also included a period of observation) are presented 
below. 
Table 1: Questionnaire - Age 
Please select your age range. 
Answer Options 
Response 
Percent 
Response 
Count 
18-24 42.6% 66 
25-30 26.5% 41 
31-40 18.7% 29 
41-50 6.5% 10 
51-60 4.5% 7 
61-70 1.3% 2 
70+ 0.6% 1 
answered question 155 
 
 
80 
 
Table 2: Questionnaire - Gender 
Please indicate your gender 
Answer Options 
Response 
Percent 
Response 
Count 
Woman 80.0% 124 
Man 20.0% 31 
answered question 155 
 
Table 3: Questionnaire - Educational Attainment 
Please select the highest level of education you have completed from the list 
below. 
Answer Options 
Response 
Percent 
Response 
Count 
Some highschool/secondary school 4.5% 7 
Completed high school/secondary school 21.3% 33 
Diploma/ associate diploma/ trade 
certificate/apprenticeship 
14.2% 22 
Graduate Diploma and Graduate Certificate 4.5% 7 
Bachelors degree 34.2% 53 
Postgraduate qualification 21.3% 33 
answered question 155 
 
Table 4: Interview Participant Demographics 
Name Gender Age Country Interview 
Method 
Marital Status Educational 
Attainment 
Natalie F 25 Australia In person Married Bachelors 
Matthew M 28 Hungary Instant 
message 
Single Post-graduate 
Sage F 31 Australia In person In relationship Bachelors 
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Carol F 23 Germany/Hungary Instant 
message 
Single Bachelors 
Bird F 29 Netherlands Instant 
Message 
Single Post-graduate 
Sally F 24 Australia In person Single Post-graduate 
Camilla F 30 Australia/Brazil In person Single Post-gradate 
Eva F 25 Australia In person In relationship Post-graduate 
Irene F 31 Australia/Norway In person Single Post-graduate 
Zoe F 21 Australia In person In relationship Bachelors 
Marie F 22 Germany Instant 
message 
In relationships Bachelors 
Paula F 31 Australia In person Single Bachelors 
Mark M 30 Australia In person In relationship Post-graduate 
Brendon M 27 Australia In person In relationship Bachelors 
Chloe F 32 England Phone Single Bachelors 
Kathryn F 38 England Instant 
message 
Not disclosed Bachelors 
Joseph M 26 Australia In person In relationship High school 
Candace F 31 Slovenia Instant 
message 
Single Bachelors 
Andrea F 37 Australia/Canada In person Single Bachelors 
Kate F 48 Australia In person Married Bachelors 
Madeleine F 24 Germany Instant 
message 
In relationship Bachelors 
Chloe F 33 England Instant 
message 
Single High school 
Ethan M 26 United States Instant 
message 
Single High school 
Martha F 65 Australia Phone Married Bachelors 
Lisa F 41 Australia Phone Single Post-graduate 
82 
 
Mahesh M 31 Australia In person In relationship Post-graduate 
Lara F 37 Portugal  Phone In relationship Bachelors 
Todd M 28 Australia In person In relationship Bachelors 
Mandy F 28 Australia Instant 
message 
Married High school  
Joshua M 30 United States Instant 
Message 
Single High school 
 
Chain Referral Sampling: Techniques and Limitations 
 
The sample above was generated through chain-referral sampling also sometimes 
referred to as a snowball sample. Before proceeding a distinction needs to be drawn 
between chain-referral sampling and respondent-driven sampling (RDS). While 
respondent-driven sampling is a form of chain-referral sampling, there are a few key 
differences. As with chain-referral sampling, RDS asks participants to recruit their peers 
into the study. These recruits are then asked to recruit their peers, and so on until the 
target sample size is reached (Paquette, Bryant and de Wit 2011). However, RDS is 
concerned with creating statistically significant samples in a way that chain-referral 
sampling is not (Kogan et al. 2011).  
 Chain-referral sampling means that research is conducted in a networked fashion and is a 
series of referrals that are made within a circle of people who know each other. Most 
commonly, chain referral sampling is used to access hidden populations and has been 
used in research examining drugs users (Paquette et al. 2011) and LGBT identities 
(Browne 2005), or groups at risk of contracting HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) 
(Heckathron et al. 1999). Chain-referral or respondent-driven sampling is useful for 
sampling populations that for various social, legal or moral reasons have very low visibility, 
thus presenting problems for locating and contacting respondents. This chain referral 
sampling in these instances is used out of necessity. For this research, chain-referral 
sampling helped maintain the characteristics of Facebook – that is, its networked nature – 
which is essential in creating a case study that deals appropriately with Facebook as a 
structuring object. 
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Chain-referral sampling is also an appropriate method when considering the size of the 
population in which I am interested (Facebook users). Facebook as an object of study is 
too diffuse and diverse to construct a rigorous purposive sample. However, creating a 
case study enables a deep examination of my network and allows the insight gleaned from 
this case to be theoretically inferred to other networks or individuals that have similar 
characteristics. For a project that examines Facebook, taking an approach that highlights 
the networked nature of Facebook was necessary. As will be discussed later, Facebook 
does have a tendency towards homophily given the emphasis of Facebook’s architecture 
on recreating offline social connections online. To control for these factors meant losing 
some of the characteristic of Facebook as a technology. Furthermore, Coleman (1958) 
argues that chain-referral sampling is a method uniquely appropriate to sociological 
research given its ability to sample natural interactional units (such as those found on 
Facebook). As such, this is not a study of Facebook as a case, but of a network on 
Facebook, which can be understood as a loosely configured interactional network centred 
on myself.  
 
The use of chain-referral sampling in social science research is not without critique. Some 
of the criticisms levelled at chain referral sampling are: bias in the choice of initial subjects; 
differential recruitment by participants; differences in network sizes among participants; 
and a tendency towards homophily (Kogan et al. 2011). Homophily is a concept used to 
describe the homogeneity of social networks based on the idea that individuals are more 
likely to form and sustain social relationships with those who share similar characteristics 
(McPherson et al. 2011). Homophily occurs on both individual, intrapersonal and 
sociodemographic levels (McPherson et al. 2011). Homophilous networks are most 
strikingly visible on levels such as ethnicity, gender and occupational status (McPherson et 
al. 2011). The primary criticism of chain-referral sampling is that is that is not random and 
selects individuals on the basis of the social networks (Biernacki and Waldorf, 1981; 
Baxter and Eyles 1997; Faugier and Sargeant, 1997). The goal of this research is to 
engage in a sustained way with the structural logic of Facebook, which is the social 
network, in order to better understand some of the forces behind some of the patterns 
observed.  
 
Characteristics of the Sample: Critical Reflection  
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The characteristics of the sample detailed above to a certain extent mirror my own 
biographical characteristics. The majority of the sample is fairly young with only a third of 
those who answered the questionnaire circulated via Facebook behind older than 31. They 
are also generally well educated, with most holding a bachelors degree or some post-
graduate qualification; characteristics that I also share. As would be expected most of the 
respondents are also located in Australia, although most of my Australia respondents were 
not located in Brisbane (my home city) and were scattered around the country in various 
states and cities. The participants who are most dissimilar to myself were several degrees 
removed from a personal connection to me and were generally overseas or significantly 
older than myself. This process of ‘separation’ from my research participants prompted me 
to reflect on my position within this network.  
As experienced by Duncan and Edwards (1999), conducting my research within social 
networks gave my participants the ability to ‘check out’ the research, as well as me as a 
researcher and person by asking the friend who referred them for information about me, or 
by looking me up on Facebook. This led to a fundamentally different fieldwork experience 
than if I had chosen a different method of recruitment and sampling. In using my 
immediate network of friends on Facebook as a starting point for recruitment, my friends 
would recruit for me by circulating a link to a structured questionnaire through Facebook 
status updates. Up until this point, I had not thought too closely about whom my friends 
were, or who constituted my friendship circle. It appeared to be self-evident with whom I 
had an emotional, affective relationship; friends were people I saw regularly, liked and had 
intimate information about my life. I assumed that this was reflected in my ‘friend’ list on 
Facebook as well. As my research progressed, it became apparent that things were much 
less clear than I originally thought. For example, was I also friends with my friend’s 
partners who I rarely saw but spoke to in passing? We were friends on Facebook after all. 
The line between friend and acquaintance or someone I happened to know did not seem 
so clearly delineated. In practice, this is how affective social relationships operate. People 
slip between categories over time and sometimes inhabit multiple categories at any given 
moment. For example, a colleague can also be a friend. For the purposes of my research, 
I needed to define what a ‘friend’ meant to me. This was of particular importance for 
Facebook as it uses the word ‘friend’ as a catchall for all connections contained on 
Facebook. Thus to describe someone as a ‘friend on Facebook’ has entered every day 
language, and this expression serves as a way of distinguishing these connections from 
other types of friendship. Colloquially describing someone as a ‘friend’ on Facebook, 
generally refers to acquaintances of all types. For clarity, I defined a friend as someone 
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with whom I had a close, sustained and personal relationship. Doing this meant 
considering whether I was an insider researcher and how this position might affect the 
outcome of the research. 
The cultural participant as insider researcher has now become relatively common across 
the humanities and social sciences. Brannick and Coghlan (2007: 59) define insider 
research as “research by complete members of organisational systems in and on their own 
organisations.” Insider research has also been described by Alvesson (2003) as self-
ethnography; that is the researcher studies a cultural setting to which he or she have 
natural access, by virtue of already being a participant. Despite the fact that insider 
research is common there is comparatively little known about the logistics of negotiating 
previously established friendships in this context (Taylor 2011). Taylor’s (2011) account of 
negotiating friendship in the research process is one of the few that make explicit the 
dynamics at play when conducting intimate insider research. Understanding how intimate 
relationships influence the research process is very underdeveloped (Labaree 2002). 
Intimate insider research is fundamentally different from friendship developed during the 
fieldwork process. In insider research the researcher is already known to the research 
population, often because of a long-standing involvement in the research environment. 
Friendships developed during field work are different in nature, as the researcher is not 
already known to those in the research environment. Friendships between researcher and 
the research are well documented in anthropological research; particularly feminist 
ethnographies (see Taylor 2011 for review). 
Understanding my position as an insider researcher is helpful when considering how this 
research was shaped. As my research is an in-depth exploration of a social network on 
Facebook, I had to navigate previously existing friendships and consider how my 
perception of them might influence my interpretative outcomes (Taylor 2011). This also 
means that the boundaries between what is deemed ‘fieldwork’ and what is not are more 
fluid and less rigidly defined. As Taylor states, “The researcher, then, is forced to look both 
outward and inward, to be reflexive and self-conscious in terms of positioning, to be both 
self-aware and researcher-self-aware and to acknowledge the intertextuality that is a part 
of both the data gathering and writing processes” (2011: 9). Presently there is very limited 
research that considers the methodological advantages and constraints of doing research 
within already existing social networks. 
However, it would be inaccurate to describe this research as pure insider research due to 
the sampling technique used. Perhaps more accurately, the strategies employed in this 
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research could be best described as ‘acquaintance research’, meaning that while I was 
known to some of those I interviewed, we did not generally participate in the same social 
fields. Most of the participants were not well known to me, with the exclusions of the 
friends who I used to begin the recruitment process. As the recruitment process continued 
it radiated outwards, with research participants becoming less and less familiar to me. 
Some of the participants I had encountered briefly in passing through previous social 
engagements, but none of them were connected to me directly on Facebook nor did we 
habitually interact. Rather Facebook was used as a recruitment mechanism, which also 
happened to produce participants who were distantly known to me. Making sure I 
maintained a sense of distance from the participants recruited for this research was a 
strategic choice through which I endeavoured to minimise some familiarity of the field. As a 
Facebook user for 4 years at the beginning of this study I was already well-established 
within the field. Speaking to people whose Facebook use was not already known to me 
helped me approach Facebook through fresh eyes rather than relying on experiences and 
perspectives already well known to me. 
 
Analytical Approach: Producing Theory From a Critical Realist Perspective 
 
Critical realist ontology assumes that there are generative mechanisms that are often 
beyond the scope of our immediate perception. This structured my analytical approach to 
the data as critical realism allows for the creation of theories and concepts that go beyond 
what is possible from strict inductive or deductive methods and emphasises creativity and 
reinterpretation in the process of analysis. Critical realism in practice emphasises the 
connections between the patterns observed and the deeper generative arrangements 
underneath. To take a critical realist approach to analysing data is to move from surface to 
depth. This approach is not necessarily unique to critical realism, but unlike other modes of 
inference, critical realism emphasises the use of abductive and retroductive methods of 
reasoning to introduce new ideas about the relationship between what was observed and 
its generative mechanisms. Before discussing the influence of this approach on my 
analysis I will outline the more practical components of my approach to the data.  
Coding and Analysis: Abduction and Retroduction 
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All voice interviews were either transcribed by me or a professional transcription service. 
As the interviews conducted by IM were already text-based they did not require 
transcription and consequently were not further edited or modified. This means that the 
presentation of the data for interviews conducted by IM appears differently in text to those 
conducted face-to-face or over the phone. I have not edited the data in any way as I 
believe the capitalisation, punctuation and other stylistic choices made by the participants 
when they are typing gives them a unique ‘tone’ (as one’s speech patterns do) that would 
be lost if I imposed my own logic onto their text. These transcripts were uploaded to the 
qualitative data management program Nvivo to assist with the process and management 
of analysis. While Nvivo has its own analytic functions these were not used in the process 
of this research, but rather Nvivo was used to help manage and organise the data 
generated from this research.  
This research took an abductive interpretative approach to interpreting the data gathered 
in the research process. An abductive approach seeks to articulate the connections 
between concrete events, objects and behaviours and link them to broader structures 
(Danermark et al. 2002). Abduction differs from induction in that it is not a purely empirical 
generalisation. Unlike deduction the conclusion is not logically given in the premise 
(Danermark et al. 2002). Thus abduction is neither an empirical generalisation, nor a 
logically rigorous deduction (Collins 1985). At its core, abduction is the move from a 
concept of something, to a different, possibly more developed concept of it. Other theorists 
such as Jensen (1995) frame this process as being one of redescription or 
recontextualisation. The aim of recontextualisation is to give an already known 
phenomenon new meaning. Danermark et al. (2002) argue that discoveries in social 
science are largely owed to the process of recontextualisation. Social scientists, they 
argue, are unable to discover new events. Rather, what are discovered are new 
connections and relationships, “by which we can understand and explain already known 
occurrences in a novel way” (Danermark et al. 2002: 91). However, abductive conclusions 
in social science cannot be ultimately categorised as true or false, as new interpretations 
or recontextualisations of the object of study are always possible. The process of 
abductive reasoning reads phenomena as manifestations of other structures. Danermark 
et al. (2002) argue that abductive reasoning produces knowledge that is not available 
through inductive or deductive approaches. Likewise, Habermas (1972) argues that 
abduction is central to broadening knowledge and stimulating the research process on a 
broad disciplinary level. 
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In practical terms, this mean the analysis of data occurred in two broad stages. As my 
recruitment process was staggered, analysis began before all the interviews were 
complete. The first stage of analysis involved a literal reading of the interview transcripts 
from which I developed codes based on the participants’ accounts such as ‘reasons for 
joining Facebook’, ‘uses of Facebook’ and ‘important of friendship’. These codes were also 
informed and shaped by the questions from the interview schedule. During this process I 
was also open to the emergence of new codes such as participants’ emphasis on the 
‘practical use’ of Facebook. These preliminary categories were not abstracted from their 
initial form, but rather served as a basis for understanding the ‘lay of the land’ as it 
appeared to participants. These codes form the basis for the more abstract and theoretical 
arguments posed in the later chapters of this thesis. This initial stage of coding ended 
when the interviews were complete. As new interviews were completed and transcribed 
they were also coded in the same way as the earlier interviews.  
As abductive reasoning involves reinterpreting or recontextualising something as 
something new this was the central task of the second stage of the coding process. While 
analysing the data and sorting the statements participants made about what kind of space 
Facebook is, I came to the initial conclusion that Facebook could be understood as a type 
of ‘banal public’ where interactions on it were public, but not remarkable enough to be 
understood as an encounter with the ‘Other’ (Simmel 1921). There was little about 
Facebook that forced participants to confront and account for differences. Thus, a new 
frame of interpretation was needed, one that could help me understand and more 
precisely describe what the differences were. Thus, as detailed in the following chapters, I 
sought to recontextualise Facebook as something else in order to achieve more analytic 
clarity and depth. What other frames of meaning could be applied? In further exploring the 
concept of ‘public’, I discovered de Certeau’s (1984) and Lofland’s (1998) ideas about the 
relationship between architecture and agency in the creation of social space. From this I 
was able to recontextualise Facebook using these theories to argue more precisely, that 
Facebook has particular characteristics as a ‘space’ and to illuminate the mechanisms that 
produce this ‘space’. The use of theorists of urban space and the built environment, such 
as de Certeau, are characteristic of a critical realist approach that emphasises analysing 
phenomena through new frames of meaning in order to make connections between 
generative mechanisms and their observed effects. Using theory from urban sociology and 
applying it to Facebook illuminates the generative mechanisms that shape Facebook and 
users’ experience on Facebook. 
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Once I identified these themes as important to the thesis’ structure and argument I used 
retroductive reasoning to re-approach my initial coding of the data. Retroductive reasoning 
is concerned with determining what is constitutive of the structure identified in the process 
of abductive reasoning; in this instance the concept of ‘space’. To think retroductively I 
must ask the question of myself and the data, “How is any phenomenon, like an action or 
social organisation possible?” (Danermark et al. 2002: 97), or alternatively, “What are the 
conditions, or circumstances, that must exist to make this phenomenon possible?” These 
questions are aimed at illuminating what properties must exist in order for a phenomenon 
to exist and to be what it is. Retroductive reasoning in this thesis happened once each 
analytical theme was consolidated and reasoned in an abductive way. In order to 
understand what conditions made the production of Facebook as a social space possible, I 
re-examined my data asking, “What makes Facebook as a social space possible?” While I 
had already coded data related participants’ understandings of friendship and the 
production of the self on Facebook; retroductively rereading the data meant considering 
how these concepts might be linked to the production of space. In order to present the 
abductive conclusions drawn from my analysis, I first needed to discuss the conditions that 
made these conclusions possible. The results from this process informed the overall 
structure of my thesis, and the presentation of my analysis. 
Ethical Issues 
 
Before commencing research ethical approval was obtained from the University of 
Queensland and my application for ethical approval was reviewed and approved by The 
School of Social Science Ethical Review Committee. The central ethical issues in this 
research, as with much social science research, were that of informed consent, privacy 
and confidentiality.  
Informed consent was obtained from the participants online before commencing the 
survey. Before commencing participants were asked to read the project information sheet 
(see Appendix 3) and before continuing with the survey, either select “Agree” or 
“Disagree”, in response to the following statement: 
  
“I hereby agree to be involved in the above research project as a participant 
realising that I may withdraw at any time. I agree that the research data gathered for 
the study may be published and understand that information I provide is 
anonymous and no identifying information will be used without my permission. I 
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have read the research information sheet pertaining to this research project and 
understand the nature of the research and my role in it.” Selecting “Agree” will be 
taken as an indication that the participant has read and understood the provided 
information. Selecting “Disagree” will direct the person away from the survey. 
 
This process took place again at the beginning of the interview and participant 
observation. Face-to-face interviewees were again presented with a project information 
sheet and asked to provide informed consent. For interviews that took place via Skype, 
email, or instant messaging, participants were asked to indicate their consent and those 
participating in the survey, via web form, gave informed consent to which I provided the 
link. 
 
Online non-participant observation is perceived to raise a unique set of ethical concerns as 
there is an ongoing debate regarding the obligations of a researcher in protecting the 
privacy of participants given the inherently public nature of the internet (Barker 2008: 25). 
Eysenbach and Till (2001) maintain that informed consent must be sought in all cases. For 
my research, informed consent was obtained from participants when recruiting them. In 
addition to obtaining informed consent from those included in non-participant observation, 
I also requested that participants post a message informing their friends that they are 
participating in a research project. This also provided a way for those interacting on the 
participants’ Facebook page to opt out, by responding to the post that they do not want 
their data to be collected. As the participants’ friend on Facebook, I was able to see these 
responses and kept a list of those who did not want to be included. Informed consent and 
the collaborative nature of Facebook is also an important consideration when considering 
the role of images in my analysis. When including images as part of the analysis I 
endeavoured to describe them as fully and as accurately as possible, rather than to 
present the actual images in order to maintain the confidentiality of participants. If this was 
not possible, then consent of the owner of the image, and any other persons in the picture 
was obtained before it is reproduced (Lazios 2000). 
 
 All data collected through the structured questionnaire, interviews and observation were 
stored as potentially identifiable, although participants were given pseudonyms in order to 
partially protect their identity. Once transcribed, recordings were permanently deleted. Any 
files stored on computer were password protected to allow access only by the researcher. 
Participation in the interview whether in person, over the phone or via instant messaging 
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was conducted in a private location. Participants were able to opt out at any time from the 
study. 
 
As previously stated, a Facebook page for the research was established, containing 
updates about the project, contact details and information about the researcher, along with 
project information sheets. The Facebook page served as a way to keep participants fully 
informed about the progress of the research, allowing an avenue through which they could 
interact with the researcher and provide feedback. The Facebook page also directed 
participants to any relevant publications generated from the project 
Conclusion 
 
In conceptualising this project, I was faced with a very broad research field. The 
pervasiveness of Facebook makes it mundane and an almost invisible part of daily lives. 
This research task required an approach that recognised the importance of agency and 
shared meanings, but also acknowledged the existence and persistence of certain social 
structures and forms that affect the ways individuals use SNS, including the technological 
features of a SNS itself. To do this required an approach that viewed objects as partners in 
the generation of meaning. This means acknowledging that actors construct meanings as 
they engage with objects in the social world (Crotty 1998). 
With an active users base of approximately 1 billion monthly active users (Facebook 2014) 
the task of this research was to place appropriate boundaries around a population that 
numbered in the millions. Previous studies examining Facebook users have commonly 
used an institutional framework, such as a school or university to create a sample. 
However, limiting the scope of my research in this way meant that this project would 
largely replicate the focus of previous work on young people. As such, I decided to engage 
with Facebook in the way it is intended to be used as a social networking tool, using my 
own Facebook as the basis of a case study. This meant adopting a user-centred research 
design, in which reality is understood to be both “objectively existent and subjectively 
perceived” (Beneito-Montagut 2011: 719). Doing so required an adaptive methodological 
approach that utilised various techniques in order to gather and analyse data. Firstly, as I 
sought to understand Facebook as a social networking tool, I used my own network to 
create a case study of a social network. Within this case study, several methods were 
used to gather data that were both deep and broad; questionnaires, interviewing and 
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observational data. Thus, this project takes the middle ground between a socially 
determined construction of technology, which focuses on the way social forces shape 
technology, and technological determinism which views technology as shaping social 
contexts. While many theorists and researchers have convincingly written about the ways 
in which technology is a product of its social circumstances (see Misa et al. 2003), 
technology is an also constraining factor that can limit and shape possible outcomes. 
  
93 
 
Chapter 4  
Real Friends: Understanding Friendship and 
Facebook 
 
 
Introduction 
 
There are various arguments that the increased mediation of friendship as symbolised by 
Facebook cheapens and undermines the possibility for real connection, and thus 
friendship (e.g. Rosen 2007; Turkle 2011). In these arguments, Facebook is considered to 
be a technological breakthrough. It constitutes a form of mediation not previously 
experienced that is inherently more disruptive and distorting than other forms of mediated 
communication. In this chapter I argue that Facebook, while new in many ways, is not 
inherently more disruptive to friendship than other forms of mediation that have preceded 
it and should be understood as part of a continuum of changes that have shaped the 
expression of friendship. 
 
Facebook uses the word ‘friend’ as a catchall for all connections contained on Facebook, 
thus it has entered every day expression to describe people as a ‘friend on Facebook’ 
This term distinguishes the connection from other types of friendship. Colloquially 
describing someone as a ‘friend on Facebook’, generally refers to acquaintances of all 
types. This chapter address the ways friendship and Facebook co-exist. In doing so, it 
situates friendships as part of broader socio-historical processes. In order to contextualise 
this discussion, I begin with an extended review of the literature on friendship, both 
historical and sociological. Unpacking the link between friendship as a voluntary, affective 
social relationship and the technologies that sustain it (Facebook in this instance) allows 
us to theorise the link between the rapid technological change that is characteristic of later 
modernity and the social relationship that inhabits this context. To address this central 
thesis, the ideas that participants articulate about friendship will be contrasted and 
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compared to historical and contemporary understandings of friendship and its function as 
a social relationship. 
 
As stated above, I begin by offering a working definition of friendship. I then examines 
friendship over time, with emphasis on the socio-historical context in which friendship was 
conceptualised. Following this, I briefly discuss some of the current debates and 
sociological research surrounding friendship. In summary, this chapter focuses on 
connecting participants’ understanding of friendship and their use of Facebook to broader 
discourses about friendship in order to highlight continuities and breaks in this discourse. 
The chapter begins by presenting participants’ understanding of friendship. Participants’ 
emphasis on affective and enduring definitions of friendships highlights the disjuncture 
between these definitions and oft-cited concerns regarding contemporary social bonds. I 
will then discuss how participants’ perceive Facebook’s impacting their friendships. 
Finally, despite the positive functions Facebook serves, it can also highlight gaps and 
silences in relationships that would not otherwise be visible. 
 
Friendship: The History of a Concept 
 
Typically, friendship has been regarded as both an indicator of social integration as well 
as being significant in promoting physical and mental wellbeing (Caine 2009). Friendship 
is defined as an “exceptionally strong relationship with expectations for emotional and 
practical support” (boyd 2006: np). Friendship is further conceptualised as individualised, 
voluntary, and private as it is a non-specialised relationship that falls outside the concern 
of formal social structures such as the legal system (Silver 1990; Pahl 2000; Eve 2002). 
Previous social research highlights the affective and supportive aspects of friendship 
(Gouldern and Strong 1987; Wellman 1992) and concerns itself with close dyadic 
friendships (Oliker 1989; Eve 2002). In reality friendship exists on a continuum from close, 
or best, friends to more acquaintance-like ties (Eve 2002). 
 
Friendship in contemporary Western culture is generally defined in relation to its affective 
or emotional qualities. From the sociological literature it is apparent that friendship is 
largely defined as relational, private, individualised, supportive, voluntary and affective 
(Gouldern and Strong 1987; Oliker 1989; Wellman 1992; Pahl 2000; Eve 2002; Pahl and 
Spencer 2004). Friendship is also concerned with the revelation and improvement of the 
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self. Cocking and Matthews (2001) argue that one of the key features of friendship is the 
gradual revelation of the self. The emphasis on defining friendship as an affective 
relationship as opposed to an instrumental one echoes Giddens’ (1992: 59) concept of a 
pure relationship which: 
 
refers to a situation where a social relation is entered into for its own sake, for what 
can be derived by each person from a sustained association with another; and 
which is continued only in so far as it is thought by both parties to deliver enough 
satisfactions for each individual to stay within it. 
 
While this concept is primarily employed with regards to romantic relationships, it also 
may be useful when examining friendships, given that they are increasingly defined in 
affective terms. This is a marked break from their instrumental roots, in which friendships 
while based on affection, were valued primarily because they were politically, socially and 
economically advantageous. However, this does not mean that instrumentality is absent 
from considerations of friendship. The shift from instrumental understandings of friendship 
to affect based definitions will be explored in more detail in the following section. 
 
A Brief History of Friendship  
 
These definitions of friendship can be better understood by examining how friendship has 
been conceptualised historically. Adams and Allan (1998) argue that in order to develop 
an understanding of friendship that goes beyond the dyadic model, which considers the 
interactions between two individuals, context needs to be considered and examined. This 
section does not explore historical understandings of friendship past the renaissance 
(14thC – 17thC) as the end of the 17th century marks the beginning of the industrial 
revolution and the beginning of modernity. Modernity is where we see contemporary 
understanding of friendship as separate from political relationships, and other instrumental 
concerns beginning. Silver’s (1990) analysis of how the advent of commercial society 
made why for ‘pure’ affective friendships smartly illustrates the important distinctions 
between this period and what had come before.  
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When examining friendship from a socio-historical aspect, it is apparent that friendship 
involves a flexible relationship, able to adapt to the context. In the classical world, 
friendship was a subject of keen interest to philosophers, particularly with regards to the 
different types of friendship, their moral underpinnings, and their practical and ethical 
demands (Caine 2009).  
For the Greeks, friendship played a formalised role in their political and social 
arrangements (for an overview see Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). Ancient Greek writing on 
friendship has been, and continues to be, influential in shaping the way we think about 
friendship in Western culture. In fact, friendship is one of the most pervasive and enduring 
themes to have been passed down from the ancient Greeks (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 
2009). When examining and applying Greek writing on friendship, it is important to note 
that the Greek word for friendship, ‘philia’, refers to a number of social relationships 
including kin and acquaintance relationships. Its usage in ancient times is therefore 
different from its contemporary usage and definition (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). Due to 
the broad categorisation of friend, the ancient Greek world could be generally divided into 
three camps “those inside one’s circle of friends, those outside and those who were 
neither one’s friend’s nor one’s enemies” (2009: 4). Philial relationships were seen as key 
components in living a good and happy life. Despite the emphasis on their instrumentality, 
the best kinds of friendships were regarded as being good in, and of, themselves, as well 
as being practically useful (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). Aristotle’s idea of friendship is 
that we would wish good for our friends for their own sake, not for any benefit that it might 
bring to ourselves. This, Baltzly and Eliopoulos argue, fills a gap in Socratic notions of 
friendship which fail to explain why we value friends as people, not because of any moral 
or instrumental benefit. Plato argued that in order to maintain friendships, reciprocity is 
central – achieved for the exchange of favours and services. For Plato, true friendship (as 
opposed to spurious ones) could only be achieved between those of an equal class status 
because Plato believed that class difference bred resentments that friendship was unable 
to survive (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009).  
 
Following on, classical authors such as Aristotle and Cicero, sought to construct what we 
would now call a typology of friendship (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). Aristotle 
endeavoured to identify three distinct types of friendship: advantage friendship, pleasure 
friendship, and virtue friendship. Advantage friendship is instrumental in nature, a 
friendship entered into when the friendship is useful or advantageous. For Aristotle, this is 
regarded as the lowest form of friendship (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). Pleasure 
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friendship is purely affective, where the friendship exists because it is pleasurable (Baltzly 
and Eliopoulos 2009). Pleasure friendships are considered by Aristotle to be better than 
advantage friendships as they are less easily dissolved. As advantage friendships are 
based on instrumentality, they are more easily dissolved than pleasure friendship because 
they dissolve when the connection ceases to be useful. Virtue friendship is considered to 
be the best form of friendship, being the most complete. 
 
For Aristotle, virtue friendship meant loving another person as someone who is good or 
virtuous where virtue friendship is both pleasant and advantageous for its participants. For 
Aristotle, this type of friendship was only possible between good and virtuous people, 
while friendship for pleasure and advantage is also possible between people of poor moral 
character (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). While virtue friendship encompasses both affect 
and utility, neither are its object, instead it exists for the goodness of the other. As virtue 
friendship is the most complete form of friendship, for Aristotle, it is necessarily restricted; 
one cannot hope to have complete or perfect friendship with everyone one meets (Baltzly 
and Eliopoulos 2009). Virtue friendship is intended to be long lasting and to result in the 
betterment of those involved as well as encompassing the sharing of one’s emotional life. 
 
Classical scholars such as Aristotle and Cicero sought to construct what we would now 
call ‘typologies’ of friendship, particularly when it came to distinguishing between 
friendship based on affect and those more concerned with instrumentality (Baltzly and 
Eliopoulos 2009). Similarly to Plato and Aristotle, for Cicero true friendship could only be 
found between pairs or a small group of like-minded and virtuous men (Baltzly and 
Eliopoulos 2009). Friendships that developed for the sake of profit, advantage or pleasure 
were considered by Cicero (like Aristotle) to be lesser forms of friendships, ordinary, 
frivolous and common (Mews 2009). Friendships that were not built on affect or love were 
considered by Cicero to be taking “from friendship’s chain its loveliest link” (in Mews 2009: 
119). 
 
Plutarch, who perhaps represents the most contemporary understanding of friendship, 
further develops the ideals of Aristotle and Cicero regarding friendship. He wrote 
favourably about martial friendships, familial friendship, as well as reflecting on friendships 
not bound by kinship. In Plutarch, we find moral anxieties about the quality of friendship 
emerging. Plutarch argues “the fashion nowadays, by which many get the name friend by 
drinking a single glass together, or by playing ball, or gambling together, or by spending a 
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night under the same roof, and pick up friendship from inn, gymnasium or marketplace” (in 
Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009: 43). Thus, friendship is only possible between those who 
know each other well, which for Plutarch is important because it is from this intimacy that 
the pleasure of friendship emerges, arguing that “friendship is the most pleasant thing in 
the world…nothing else brings greater delight” (in Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009: 43). But 
pleasure, for Plutarch is not friendship’s final purpose. Like Aristotle, Plutarch believes that 
friends should aim to better each other where necessary by speaking frankly when it 
comes to preserving the friend’s “moral health” (Mews and Chiavaroli 2009: 43). It is only 
the flattering, insincere friend that avoids this moral responsibility. Embracing the pleasant 
and difficult aspects is where true friendship can be found. 
 
Friendship in the classical period is well documented. However, between the fifth and 
eleventh centuries little is known about ideals of friendship beyond monastic circles. The 
monastic institution was – in a period generally characterised by political and religious 
fragmentation – the most successful and enduring political structure. The monastic ideas 
of friendship were a departure from previous classical ideals as they were based on 
Pauline doctrine, which emphasised not friendship but selfless love as embodied in the 
person of Jesus (Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). The concept of selfless love was directed 
towards a community of people, in contrast to Cicero and Aristotle who argue that 
friendship was only possible between individuals of the same (elite) social standing. 
Christian ideas about friendship were seen as best embodied in monastic communities. 
Thus, the concept of friendship between two individuals fades from historical view until the 
late Middle Ages. The late Middle Ages is characterised by the increasing mediated 
expression of friendship through letter writing (Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). The rise of the 
letter meant that the protocols of writing and address became codified through the 
creation of letter writing manuals (Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). Letter writing highlights that 
the mediation of friendship across time of social relationships by technology is not 
necessarily a break from place-based relationships, but rather is part of ongoing patterns 
of mediation across history. Letters from this time period survive in manuscript copies 
throughout the libraries of Europe. Mews and Chiavaroli (2009) argue that through these 
accounts we can paint a picture not only of the practice of letter writing, but of the 
practices and rituals of friendship in later medieval society. Medieval accounts give us a 
window into how friendship was practiced, articulated and codified, we can again begin to 
trace the re-emergence of classical ideals about individualised friendship. 
99 
 
In addition to focusing on more instrumental concerns and tasks, letters from the late 
medieval period demonstrate that anxiety about maintaining friendships over long 
distances was a perennial concern and the letter was presented as a way of overcoming 
this problem. The exchange of letters was a source of solace and substance for friends 
separated by distance. This can be likened to the role other forms of mediated 
communication, including Facebook, play in contemporary life. Not only are connections 
geographically dispersed, but the pace of modern life as highlighted by theorists like Lash 
(2002) has become faster. So, even if friends are close in distance they may lack the time 
to meet ‘in person’. Facebook provides a way of sharing and connecting that may offer a 
panacea to the conditions of late modernity. 
 
In addition to the letters themselves, the letter writing manuals also reveal important 
information about the ways friendship was conceived and spoken of in the Middle Ages 
(Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). They argue that friendship was characterised by the 
language that referred to bonds and ties, invoking a strong, close affectionate and 
emotional relationship that could also be severed, whether intentionally or by 
circumstance. This idea of friendship is evident in the salutations of many letters, which 
express desire and concern for the strengthening or preservation of the friendship bond 
(Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). 
 
Despite these affective elements, Leclercq (1945) argues that friendship in the later 
medieval period was still a strongly instrumental relationship stating: 
 
A friend in medieval society is essentially someone from whom you can ask 
something. Friendship assigns the right to insist, and entail, between equals, the 
obligation of mutual service” (in Mews and Chiavaroli 2009: 97). 
 
This highlights the tension between the instrumental role that friendship must necessarily 
play in feudalistic medieval society, and its affective qualities, which arguably filtered down 
from earlier Platonic understandings of friendship. However, while Plato insisted that true 
friendship could only been achieved between those of equal standing (Mews and 
Chiavaroli 2009), in the late medieval period friendship between those of an unequal 
status was possible provided that both parties were treated equally in the friendship. This 
attitude can also be found in Cicero who stressed the importance of treating inferiors as 
equal in friendship (Mews 2009). 
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Contrary to what little is known about friendship in the medieval period, the 1300s-1600s 
saw an explosion in ideas about friendship, both new and old. The growth of new ideas is 
unsurprising, as the Renaissance was typified by the transition from old to new, aided in 
part by the rediscovery of antiquarian ideas. Mews and Chiavaroli (2009) argue that in the 
face of anthropogenic and natural upheaval, friendship became appreciated as a social 
relationship separate from kin. The devastation of the plague throughout Europe meant 
that many families were destroyed and dislocated, meaning that the survivors had to 
depend on and cultivate non-kin connections to supplement those lost (Mews and 
Chiavaroli 2009). They further argue that this social upheaval helped cement friendship as 
a relationship separate to kin, although some overlap between these categories remained, 
as it does today. 
 
Renaissance thinking was heavily influenced by Cicero’s treatise on friendship, and many 
of Cicero’s ideals about friendship appear in renaissance moral thought about friendship, 
although they are combined with Aristotle’s more practical perspective (Mews 2009). By 
combing the perspectives of these two philosophers Renaissance thinking acknowledges 
that friendship can and does have mixed uses and motivations. Virtue friendships 
continued to be positioned as a superior form of friendship. These understandings of 
friendship developed during the 1300s in Italy and soon spread to England where they sat 
well with the affective, romanticised nature of friendship so emphasised in the Elizabethan 
period. This type of affective friendship was further encouraged by the gradual erosion of 
feudal structures such a liege homage (Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). This meant that social 
and personal ties were less explicitly tied to the feudal class structure, which gave 
friendship based on affect space to grow. However, these friendships were still strongly 
tied to military and economic success and security (Mews and Chiavaroli 2009). More, 
now than ever, one needed friends to get ahead. 
 
Throughout the historical epochs described above, true friendship was built on affect and 
friendship for friendship’s sake. This remains at the core of ideas about friendship. But 
how this manifests and is expressed varies across time and space. This discussion of 
friendship has focused on friendship in a Western context, as it is this tradition that seems 
to underpin a participants’ understanding of what friendship is. While late modernity can 
be seen as unique in some ways, it represents a continuation of processes that are 
persistent over time. For example, concerns regarding the effect of distance on friendship 
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have been long held. Additionally, concerns about the quality of friendships as being 
cheap or easily won were also articulated by Plutarch (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). 
However, as Facebook is a digital technology, it does come with specific and historically 
unique affordances; acknowledging this needs to be tempered with an understanding of 
how Facebook is situated in the broader historical context. The above review provides this 
context and this relationship will be further explored in the remainder of this chapter. 
 
The Sociology of Friendship 
 
Sociologically speaking, research into friendship is limited. Macro-level theories, such as 
Bauman’s (2003), contend that affective bonds have been weakened by late modernity 
wherein their primary function is to help individuals negotiate the processes of late 
modernity. The relationships Bauman (2003) describes are quickly discarded when they 
have outlasted their usefulness. Consequently, in this context, romantic relationships, 
familial ties and other relationships determined by social structure have received far more 
attention and analysis (Allan 1998; Pahl and Spencer 2004). Part of this is due to the lack 
of consensus on what exactly friendship is (Wilmount 1987). Additionally, while social 
roles such as workmate, relative and neighbour have an ascribed structural status, friend 
is relational, an achieved status (Pahl and Spencer 2004). To call someone a friend 
depends entirely on the quality of the relationship with that person and individual ideas as 
to what constitutes a friendship (Pahl and Spencer 2004). This means that 
operationalising the concept of friendship in empirical studies is difficult. Any research that 
has been conducted concerning friendship has focused on the Aristotelian concept of 
‘best friends’, which, while easier to measure, does neglect other types of friendship (Eve 
2002). Additionally, the concept of ‘friend’ is often used without further qualification or 
explanation about how and when the label is used, or acknowledgement of overlapping 
relationships wherein a neighbour or a colleague may also be a friend (Pahl and Spencer 
2004). Allan (1998) makes a similar critique and calls attention to the social patterning of 
relationships, through class and status characteristics, while acknowledging that neither of 
these are fixed but alter biographically and historically and can change the patterns and 
types of friendships individuals sustain. Like Pahl and Spencer (2004), Allan (1998) 
rejects the individualisation thesis, which posits that in late modernity informal solidarities 
such as friendships are becoming less significant and central. 
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Exceptions to this are studies by Pahl and Spencer (2004) on personal communities. The 
authors explore friendship based on a model of degrees of commitment and degrees of 
choice. Pahl and Spencer (2004) explore the relative degrees of importance of repertoires 
of friendship, friendship modes and patterns of suffusion, and the extent to which family 
and friends overlap. Analysis shows that there is considerable overlap between the roles 
of friends and family. This analysis also rebuts the post-modernist claim that people are 
isolated, lacking in strong and enduring personal relationships (Pahl and Spencer 2004). 
Pahl and Spencer critique Bauman’s (2003) focus on individuals ‘moving promiscuously 
between relationships…being content with transient and superficial friends” (2004: 202). 
Pahl and Spencer (2004) seek to provide a counterpoint to these arguments with their 
research, which demonstrates that many individuals have strong and enduring 
connections to their friends. Pahl and Spencer (2004) interviewed 60 participants from 
different locations across the United Kingdom (UK) in order to better understand the 
typologies of what they term personal communities. Their research focuses primarily on 
friend and friend-like relations. The typologies identified by Spencer and Pahl (2006) are 
significant as they focus on classifying relationships. However, other questions concerning 
experience and meaning are necessarily left unanswered. 
 
Other scholarly work has focused on the way ‘families of choice’ (friends) are replacing 
‘families of fate’, (Weeks et al. 2001: 9) particularly in relation to the structuring of non 
heterosexual relationships. Weeks et al... describe the ways “friendships – including those 
with ex-lovers – are being celebrated and held in esteem comparable with that of kin in 
traditional families” (Weeks et al. 2001: 98). Apart from this, sociological attention has 
been focused on demonstrating that friendships are social, not just personal (e.g. Millardo 
and Wellman 1992). This concept holds that friendship is patterned through social 
conventions whose roots lie in broader social and economic trends and circumstances 
(Allan 1998). Unlike the work of Bauman, and to a certain extent Giddens, highlighted in 
the first chapter, this argument rejects the idea that friendships are ‘free floating’ and 
separate from social context, and place itself. While friendship is certainly the cumulative 
effect of actions of individuals, these actions are grounded in specific social circumstances 
and are relative to the other social relationships and situations in which the individual is 
embedded (Allan 1998). For example, Silver (1990) examines the impact of the growth of 
commercial society. Silver (1990) links the development of commercial society to a new 
kind of friendship based on affection and compatibility, not instrumentality. Silver argues 
that the new framework of commercial society allows for a separation of the economic and 
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personal spheres meaning that informal ties such as friendship are no longer 
contaminated with instrumentality. Aside from socio-historical analysis such as that of 
Silver (1990), little attention is paid to how the structuring of contemporary life affects 
friendships. In particular, the affect of technology on ‘doing’ friendship has received 
minimal attention. 
 
Conceptually, many studies on friendship explore these relationships in more quantitative 
manners, as well as investigating the structural influences by taking a network analysis 
approach and focusing on the types of support received from friends (Wellman 1992). 
Other structurally focused research investigates the broader institutional and social forces 
that shape where people meet friends, who their friends are, and what they do with friends 
(Fischer 1982a and b). Structural understandings of friendship acknowledge that 
friendships are social as well as personal and that structural factors such as class (Walker 
1995) can alter the types and patterns of friendships individuals sustain (Millardo and 
Wellman 1992; Allan 1998). Research has also shown that there is considerable overlap 
between the roles of friends and family. This research also contests the post-modernist 
claim that people are isolated, individualised and lacking in strong and enduring personal 
relationships (Pahl and Spencer 2004). Despite this, friendship is still defined as personal, 
individualised and lacking structural significance (Pahl and Spencer 2001; Eve 2002). 
  
A good deal of previous scholarship on friendship has used the well-established social 
network approach. Early approaches to social network analysis focused on creating maps 
of social networks using mathematical tools and did not often seek to examine these 
relationships qualitatively (see Scott 1988 for review of early work). These approaches 
were focused on form above content, although more recent studies such as Hampton and 
Wellman (2001, 2002) have attempted to move beyond this limitation. Where the quality 
or content of friendship are measured, the literature tends to fall back on proxy measures 
such as Granovetter’s (1973) study of strong and weak ties, which assesses friendship in 
relation to social capital; separate from its affective qualities. The problem with using 
conceptual tools such as these as proxy measures is that they often have a well-
established set of discourses associated with them. For example, weak ties are often 
used in tandem with concepts of social exclusion, thus problematising them (Spencer and 
Pahl 2006). The concept of personal communities is useful. Like Castells’ (2009) concept 
of ‘personalised communities’, it references the ideas of an individual centred social 
network, like those found on social networking sites. 
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This is particularly important considering that friendship has been a largely neglected 
sociological topic in 20th century sociology, having been sidelined in examining issues 
surrounding work, family and the life course (Pahl 1998). Eve (2002: 31) argues that 
contemporary sociology, as epitomised by Giddens, has a tendency to construct 
modernity in opposition to the past, wherein “power and social structure were built on 
social relationships”. Additionally, sociology often subsumes friendship into broader 
categories (Eve 2002). Talk of friendship is often folded into debates about community 
and community patterns in modernity. This is partly because classical sociologists such as 
Simmel argued that the processes of modernity were invariably destructive to friendships 
(Pahl 1998). Simmel argued that the individualising processes of modernity meant that it 
was impossible to relate in a holistic way to another person. As the forces of modern life 
are differentiating, these forces push individuals into highly specialised clusters meaning 
that people are too uniquely differentiated from each other to form true connections. 
Insofar as friendships are possible, Simmel (1908: 458), in line with Tönnies’ previous 
work, argued that they would be differentiated, based on interests and activities, not a 
holistic, intimate knowledge of another person. For Simmel (1908), modern friendship 
would be about reserve, discretion and differentiation. Simmel (1908: 458) argues 
“[p]erhaps the modern man [sic] has too much to conceal to make a friendship in the 
ancient sense possible.” Although Simmel (1908) writes admiringly of classical ideals of 
friendship, he argues that modern personalities are too individualised to allow for the 
reciprocity of understanding, which is central to classical models of friendship. 
 
Post-modern sociology is also not kind to friendship. Examples of this are Bauman (2003) 
and Giddens (1992) who argue that social relationships are free floating and separate 
from social context, as people are freed to pursue relationships beyond the more 
structurally determined relationships of earlier modernity. Although both Bauman (2003) 
and Giddens (1992) are primarily concerned with romantic relationships, this approach 
has been applied to social relationships more generally. Bauman (2003) in particular 
paints a picture of individuals moving promiscuously through relationships (Pahl and 
Spencer 2004). In Bauman’s (2003) study of late modernity, individuals appear to be 
happy with shallow and transient friendships that only exist until something newer or 
better presents itself (Pahl and Spencer 2004). Not only do these interpretations of 
friendship not mesh with popular representations, over the past 30 years friendship in 
popular culture has loomed larger than ever. In the 1990s sitcoms such as Will and Grace 
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and Sex and the City, all have friendship, and the celebration of its pleasure, as their core 
narrative device (Peel, Reed and Walter 2009). More recently shows such as Buffy and 
How I Met Your Mother also celebrate friendships as a buffer between the challenges of 
everyday life and the individual. For the relationships represented in these shows, 
friendship provides both practical and emotional support. Plutarch urges the characters in 
these shows to speak to each other frankly when it comes to preserving the moral self. 
Thus friends provide a moral compass, a shoulder to cry on and a resource that can be 
mobilising in the face of practical and emotional challenges. Despite the popular focus on 
friendship, there is limited research that examines the growth of these representations in 
parallel with other social and material conditions. Also, late modern representations of 
friendship do not consider the vast historical literature concerning the moral and practical 
obligations of friendship, which still influence constructions of the ‘ideal friendship’ today. 
As such, this chapter examines the intersection between Facebook and friendship. In 
doing so, this chapter first examines the ways in which friendships, as a flexible social 
relationship, have adapted to, and been changed by Facebook. The chapter also explores 
the ways Facebook might facilitate the creation of friendships through its ability to make 
otherwise ephemeral connections persistent. I also address participants’ understandings 
of friendship in the face of a changing technological and social landscape. As Facebook 
has the idea of ‘friendship’ at its core, it provides a mirror for us to reflexively focus on 
these often unexamined relationships. 
 
What is a Friend?: Talking About Friendship in Late Modernity 
 
Pahl (2000) argues that from the 15th to the 17th centuries benevolent bonds in England 
and other Western countries were few and far between. The reason for this, Pahl (2000) 
argues, is because there was little space for affective social bonds in a world in which 
personal relationships and economic success were intertwined. The advent of commercial 
society (i.e. modernity), Silver (1990) argues, created space for affective bonds of 
friendship to flourish. Commercial society formally decoupled economic transactions from 
personal relationships. Economic transactions were now the domain of the impersonal 
market. Market exchange therefore allowed for the production of benevolent social bonds. 
As friendship is the product of its context, shifting social patterns at the beginning of the 
20th century meant that the transient and impermanent nature of urban social life limited 
the creation of affective social bonds. It was from these conditions that Simmel (1921) 
theorised that friendship and modern urban life were incompatible. The lasting legacy of 
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commercial society as it developed over time was that it increasingly allowed individuals 
to distinguish between interest based relationships that sprang from necessity, as 
opposed to those based on mutual sympathy and affection (Pahl 2000). Commercial 
society was built on technological advances. The effects of these technological advances 
created space for friendship to (re)develop. 
 
In a similar way, Facebook, in the increasingly fast-paced and highly mobile context of late 
modernity has created further space for friendship. This gives friendships a fighting 
chance where they might otherwise be separated by time and space. However, as 
Facebook grants users reflexive control over their friendships, it has been argued that this 
means these connections are less valued than before (Turkle 2011). As demonstrated in 
the following section, these connections are still valued and affect is one of the key criteria 
in deciding which connections to sustain. Participants demonstrated awareness that not 
all their connections on Facebook constituted friendships. In fact, participants often 
defined friendship by what happened in addition to Facebook, as opposed to limiting 
friendship to that sphere. This section will begin with a focus on how participants 
understand friendship in general, and examine the extent to which these definitions reflect 
previous socio historical definitions. 
 
Shared History and Emotional Life 
  
While it is acknowledged by research participants that friendship takes ‘work’, the 
affective, aesthetic element of friendship was deemed more central and important. As 
apparent in the socio-historical account of friendship above, the instrumental function of 
friendship has been and remains an unresolved tension in a relationship celebrated for its 
affect. Nonetheless, instrumentality was seen as an inevitable part of friendship. For the 
purposes of this chapter, I will remain focused on the affective aspects of friendship, and 
how they echo classical ideals, as this is most in keeping with participants’ accounts. For 
example, while the practices of friendship, such as spending time together are 
emphasised, instrumentality is absent from Camilla’s (F, 32) description of friendship. 
Friendship relies on a basis of affect (as opposed to instrumentality) that can then be built 
on, and sustained through, practical means. 
 
107 
 
I think it’s a relationship that you build and it takes a long time to build, but it also 
depends on the connection you have with the person. I think it’s all about first 
connection and then time to build on that connection. It has to be – I think it takes a 
while to strengthen ties with people. To make it work you have to spend time and 
talk and doing things together. It’s just like a relationship. 
 
As described in Camilla’s quote above, the central feature of friendship is the ability to 
share emotionally, both negatives and positives. While the friendships the participant is 
describing may have other more practical features; the ones that participants chose to talk 
about, and identified as central in their definitions of friendship are those of emotional 
closeness; caring about the other person. While the participant described more practical 
acts of ‘doing’ friendship such as spending face-to-face time together, these are perceived 
as a way to facilitate emotional closeness. However, affect and the rather difficult to 
quantify ‘connection’ between two people is the core on which friendships are built. Real 
friends, as time goes by, seem to take less work than other relationships. According to 
Brendon (M, 27) “a real friend is with whom you can just sit next to each other, not talk, 
and still not feel awkward.” 
 
For Carol (F, 23), affection, interest and a shared history are also important in creating a 
close friendship. When asked what defines friendship for her, she replied, “mutual 
affection, interest in each other's life, a shared sense of humour (usually), shared interests 
and experiences (usually).” Sharing experiences and caring for the other party was a 
central theme in participants’ accounts. This theme highlights the fact that participants do 
not solely define friendship based on a Facebook connection. Sage (F, 31) highlights 
authenticity as another important part of friendship, in addition to the intangible ‘extra 
connection’. 
 
It's got a lot to do about caring for each other, shared experiences…That can be 
present or history. But your better friends tend to be ones that you do have a bit of 
a history with and you can feel comfortable with just to kind of let loose, be yourself 
with. It's got to be someone you like. Just in the world you can't always predict who 
that's going to be. But there are some people that you just don't really like hanging 
out with and some people that you really do like hanging out with. That's probably 
because they are more interesting to you or they're funny. Normally people say 
they connect with you a bit more as well. 
108 
 
 
In terms of the literature described above, the ways in which participants described 
friendship could be categorised as rather traditional. This may be partly due to the fact 
that friendship, in contemporary Western society, is an idealised social relationship. 
Nonetheless, friendship has remained a rather nebulous social relationship. The ideal 
types of friendship outline by Aristotle have not really translated into contemporary life. 
The exception to this would be the rather flexible concept of ‘best friends’, although this 
has less of a moral overtone than Aristotle’s virtue friendship. For Aristotle, virtue 
friendship was the type of friendship he viewed as the closest and most beneficial; the 
most complete. Aristotle argued that this type of friendship was only possible between 
good and virtuous people. Baltzly and Eliopoulos summarise virtue friendship as 
encompassing “both affect and utility, neither are its object, instead it exists for the 
goodness of the other” (2009: 22). As virtue friendship is the most complete form of 
friendship, for Aristotle, it is necessarily restricted, as one cannot hope to have complete 
or perfect friendship with everyone they meet. Virtue friendship is intended to be long 
lasting and result in the betterment of those involved as well as encompassing the sharing 
of one’s emotional life.The centrality of a shared emotional life was central to participants’ 
understanding of friendship. Candace (F, 20) describes friends as people with which she 
can “connect and share. Like share problems and share happiness.” Bird (F, 29) also 
highlights shared emotional life as an important part of friendship, but argues that this type 
of sharing is accomplished by doing, that is, sharing experiences, and time together. 
While affective connections may be initially present, capitalising on them requires work. 
 
Shared experiences (for example, travelling together), spending time together, 
getting to know each other. Giving small "parcels" of personal information and 
seeing what the other person does with it (though this might not be as rational and 
controlled as it sounds). Of course, there are some bits you share with everyone, 
but there are certain things I would only share with certain people, either because I 
know I can tell them everything or because they have been in a similar situation or 
because they know (or in some cases because they do not know) the other people 
involved… 
 
Trust and Reciprocity 
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Part of the work associated with friendship is the creation of trust. For Bird, sharing 
personal information that not everyone would have access to develops trust. Similarly, 
Brendon states that his friendships are based on “a mutual sympathy, trust and respect, 
where you are willing to sacrifice many things to help the other.” Reciprocity and trust are 
at the core of most definitions of friendship. While Silver (1990) argues that friendship is 
the “most personal relationship possible”, Simmel (1908) feared that the modern person 
has too much to hide to sustain true friendship, and further that we were too individualized 
to sustain full reciprocity. Conversely, Spencer and Pahl (2006) argue that consuming 
affective friendships are still very much a part of the contemporary repertoire of friendship. 
Spencer and Pahl’s (2006) argument is positioned in contrast to a multitude of 
contemporary scholars such as Bellah (1985), Lane (2005) and Bauman (2003) who all 
share similar concerns that contemporary life has eroded social bonds. However, from 
participants’ accounts, reciprocity is still central in a late-modern understanding of what 
friendship is. For Carol (F 23), reciprocity and trust are what sustain friendship. 
 
I think when talking to somebody makes you feel better or happier than before, 
then they're probably a friend... like the kind of people who are not just good for 
polite conversation but who can cheer you up on a bad day... and when you trust 
them enough to tell them things you wouldn't tell everyone... or when you can't wait 
to tell them something and you really want them to be the first to know…friendship 
is about being willing to listen, but also being willing to talk. 
 
This rather contradicts Simmel’s fear that modernity would cause us to become secretive 
and unable to sustain friendships. Similarly, ideas of trust and reciprocity are also central 
to Paula’s definition of friendship, which also encompasses ideas of sharing, support and 
affection. 
 
When I enjoy being with them and feel they enjoy being with me, when we seek 
each other's company, tell each other things we wouldn't post on Facebook (i.e. 
trust), ask for advice/support, when we can spend long stretches of time together 
without being bored or uncomfortable. 
 
The reciprocity described by Carol and Paula involves the sharing of private information 
indicating that perhaps friendship has changed less than Simmel thought it would. This is 
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also echoed by Sage (F 31), who also believes that the sharing of secrets and reciprocal 
giving and taking are central to friendship. 
 
So friendship is when you can share secrets and intimacy and personal details 
you'll share with them or secrets. You have a commitment to them. You will stand 
up for them and they will stand up for you. There's this mutual giving and 
taking…the people that give you something more and people that you enjoy being 
around. 
 
Sage further elaborates that friendships are, in her opinion, the ultimate equal relationship. 
This again echoes Aristotelian ideas about virtue-friendship as a reciprocal relationship, in 
which participants share each other’s joys and sorrows, in an intimate, affective 
relationship (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). Furthermore, Aristotle believed that the best 
friendships are characterised by equality, and not marred by hierarchal systems like 
kinship, marriage or patronage (Baltzly and Eliopoulos 2009). This sentiment is strongly 
shared by Sage; equality is central to her understanding of friendship.  
 
Friendships are the ultimate relationships where you're on – it's equal. There's 
none of this stuff of you like them more than they like you or there's this jealousy 
thing or whatever. Friendships, for me, are those things that are formed through an 
equal relationship. There are many components to that, but the people that I call 
real friends are those where it's just that equal giving, equal taking. It's a really nice, 
true flow of energy, I guess. 
 
Reciprocity for participants was inherently connected to trust. While trust and reciprocity 
do not necessarily co-occur – you can have a reciprocal relationship with someone you 
don’t trust, provided institutional (legal) arrangements allow for it – for participants they 
were intertwined concepts. Linking equality and reciprocity to friendship may lead to the 
assumption that friendship involves regular and frequent communication. But for 
participants the affective bond they describe was resilient enough to withstand long 
periods of little or no communication. The type of friendship Sage describes is affectively 
strong enough to withstand periods of no communication. 
 
You just have that… it's just this connection and it's, again, a mutual understanding 
that, yeah, we've got that. That's cool. I totally get you. If I don't hear from you for a 
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couple of weeks, I'm not going to be offended. Totally fine. If we don't see each 
other for months, it doesn't matter. It's totally cool. It's just relaxed and it's just – 
yeah. 
 
For Simmel this would be an example of the individualisation and disconnection he feared. 
Friendship, it seems is a flexible social relationship. By placing more emphasis on 
affection or ‘connection’, late modern friendships are able to tolerate less communication. 
This is perhaps linked to the pressures of late modernity touched upon earlier. Busier and 
more mobile lives mean that many people are not able to communicate with each other 
face-to-face as much as they might in the early modern period. In addition to co-opting 
technological advances like the telephone and Facebook to sustain friendship, the 
definition of, and the expectations associated with, friendship have shifted slightly in order 
to account for a reduced frequency of contact that is characteristic of some contemporary 
friendships. Brendon whose close friend lives overseas also echoed this. While they 
sometimes communicate via Skype, Facebook and IM, Brendon and his friend’s 
connection was not weakened by distance or lack of communication. 
 
 For example my cousin is a good friend of mine, but he lives abroad, and comes 
back only maybe 2 times a year…still, whenever we meet it is as if he had never 
left… 
 
 Marie (F, 22) also emphasised the importance of friendships that can be sustained in the 
absence of communication. True friendship then has something of a transcendent quality 
that is not necessarily tied to frequency of communication or face-to-face interaction. 
 
I can be friends with someone and not talk to them for half a year. That’s kind of – 
or I know if someone is friends with me if they actually can understand that, 
because I tend to forget stuff and I just tend to forget – I don’t forget the people, but 
I tend to forget that I wanted to write them a mail, email them or anything like 
that…With my best friend, it actually happened that I didn’t talk to her for six 
months and then suddenly there was a mail and I said oh, nice. 
 
Flexible friendship: what does Facebook do? 
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Locating and Sustaining Connections 
 
For many people mobility, whether temporary or permanent is an inevitable part of the life 
course. This necessitates moving away from family and friends, thus requiring mediation 
for these relationships to be sustained. Facebook represents a way to maintain 
friendships, enriching one’s social life regardless of geographical location by locating 
connections in a parochial space. For Andrea (F, 37), without Facebook she believes her 
life would be poorer in the long run. 
 
As a child I used to look at my parents photo albums with the best man and maid of 
honour and ask my parents who they were…Why don’t you know them anymore? 
And my parents were like, “well people move away and stuff.” I always thought that 
was really sad, I mean they were your best friends and know you don’t even talk to 
them? Over time I think my life would be poorer, I would lose those connections. 
 
The ways in which Facebook eases some of the work associated with maintaining 
friendships is a continuous theme among participants, many of who were geographically 
mobile, or had geographically mobile friends and family. For Kate (F, 48), Facebook helps 
her connect with her daughters who live interstate. Kate is a married nurse practitioner, 
who lives in Australia. She has two daughters, both of whom have completed university 
and embarked on professional careers. Like many young people, interregional migration 
and international travel sometimes lasts for extended periods. As a result, Kate opened a 
Facebook account with the intention of keeping in touch with her daughters and being 
informed of their activities. Otherwise they may not have the time to communicate, either 
due to conflicting work commitments, or time difference. She explains that keeping in 
touch with her daughter is easier… 
 
…just because they'd be on the internet and stuff, so it's easier just to do a chat 
and I can spend time on the phone with them and probably because they were 
studying at the time, so they could do both. Sort of takes away from their studies to 
respond to that conversation. But most of the time it's just quick messaging, what 
are you doing, what are your plans for the weekend or something like that. 
 
In addition to connecting Kate with her daughters, Facebook has also helped Kate keep in 
touch and reconnect with her friends who live overseas. For Kate, Facebook helps 
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facilitate mundane conversations or small talk similar to what would happen in face-to-
face interactions, rather than any significant or intimate disclosures. 
 
It's great because we actually – I know a lot of the stuff they send to each other is 
trivial, but it's kind of like a conversation that you have with someone while you're 
having a coffee… you're not talking about work stuff or politics or – you know, it's 
more just oh…how are the kids, that sort of thing, just really – it is, it's socialising 
essentially for me because I wouldn't probably ring them up, just a five minute 
conversation or 10 minute, because of the time difference. So I can send them a 
message and they can get back next time they're on. 
 
Facebook, according to participants, makes communication, and thus the maintenance 
associated with friendship, ‘easy’. Madeleine (F, 24) explains how Facebook eases some 
of the strain associated with distant geographical friendships. Madeleine and Carol 
became friends at university as they shared similar classes in Germany. Since they met, 
Carol has moved to Hungary to continue her studies while Madeleine has remained in 
Germany. Madeleine explained to me that even at the best of times she is not great at 
keeping in touch, often going for a month or more without contacting her close friends 
(including Carol). Distance further compounds this problem, as there is no possibility that 
Madeleine will bump into Carol on campus. 
 
It’s a means to keep in touch. For example, with Carol, she is right now in Hungary 
so I have problems really talking to her. When she posts on Facebook I 
commented, or when I’m online and she just writes me a chat message I can keep 
in touch with her quite easily. Before I always had to write letters or emails and I’m 
pretty bad with that. So just way easier to be online and maybe get a response. 
 
Facebook appears to help facilitate the visibility often associated with place-based 
relationships, wherein friends can chance upon each other, or stop by with ease. Madeline 
finds that the visibility Facebook facilitates helps her connect with her friends in a way that 
is similar to what might happen if they were in the same physical place. If a user chooses 
to do so, they can make their presence known on Facebook. Participants can signal their 
presence through Facebook’s chat function by creating, commenting and liking statuses, 
and responding to messages. Users can choose not to engage in this behaviour, but 
when they do, they signal that they are ‘in’ the space and can then choose whether to 
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engage synchronously or asynchronously with others. Being present enables this 
interaction, and as Madeleine mentioned above it’s easier to make contact with someone 
when there is some indication that they have been, or are in the same space. The 
importance of visibility is further evidenced by participants’ accounts of what Facebook’s 
instrumentality brings to their friendships. When asked what role Facebook played in 
maintaining her friendships Chloe (F, 33) replied: 
 
a fairly big one... it's cheaper than texting people, it's easy to just start a 
conversation on chat, etc.… only to a certain degree... but it simplifies 
communication and it makes contact. 
 
Facebook can pick up some of the slack when it comes to maintaining friendships. Chloe 
is careful to qualify that it cannot do all the work. Intentional action is still required. This is 
a sentiment that reoccurs through many participants’ accounts and speaks to the multi-
purpose nature of Facebook, which may be part of what makes it so subconsciously 
compelling. Facebook is a low cost, low impact and time efficient social tool that appears 
to most frequently act in addition to, as opposed to instead of, more traditional forms of 
interaction. This is supported by previous research by Hampton and Wellman (2003) who 
found that online interaction between neighbours enhanced neighbourhood bonds, and 
allowed residents to sustain a geographically dispersed network within their 
neighbourhood. This appears to indicate that if online interaction is connected to offline 
relationships the net effect is that individuals are more, not less socially connected. So, in 
addition to maintaining relationships across time and place, Facebook also facilitates 
contact with those who are geographically close. Candace (F, 20) explains that her online 
and offline sharing are overlapping and complimentary. Her response highlights that face-
to-face interaction is still a significant aspect of building and sustaining friendships. 
 
The other two, we start – we share a lot online and also a lot offline. For my best 
friend, we spend time together. Like, we go to the gym together. We go out for 
dinner. 
 
Additionally, for Ethan (M, 26), Facebook is important because it helps facilitate offline 
socialisation. 
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For example we have a Facebook group for the 10-15 people who play soccer 
together, and we also go to the games of the local team and it is really easy to 
organise everything that way. 
 
It then follows that the relationship between friendship and technology is not a zero sum 
game. We do not necessarily receive less from our friendships as they become multi-
modal enacted across various communication technologies. This is similar to the way Zoe 
(F, 21) describes the role of Facebook in her life. 
 
I find it really useful for organising catch-ups, events and that kind of stuff with 
people that I already have a lot of contact with. 
 
Traditionally, it is held that the creation of intimacy requires privacy. ‘Real’ friendships 
require intimacy to flourish and SNS do not allow space for either of these things. Urry 
(2003) argues that relationships require face-to-face intimacy in order to flourish and 
develop relationships of trust that persist through sustained absence. Participants feel that 
they are able to ‘get a sense’ of who someone even though their interaction occurs 
primarily in mediated form. This is because these judgements are based on previous 
physical co-presence, or the knowledge that one is communicating with another whose 
identity is falsifiable and locatable in time and space. This is similar to Urry’s (2003) 
argument about the importance of co-presence in developing trust and sustaining 
relationships. Turkle (2011) argues that the shallower connections she sees as inherent to 
SNS deprive us of the genuine intimacy and strategic self-disclosure that is necessary to 
the creation of friendship. However, this does not account for the ways online and offline 
friends overlap and how these spheres are mutually sustaining. For Candace, the space 
that Facebook provides has allowed an important friendship to flourish despite 
geographical and temporal distance. Candace explains: 
 
We’ve been chatting online for like almost 10 years. We were high school 
classmates. I don’t know how we found each other online, I don’t know. We’ve 
been chatting for 10, – I haven’t seen him in 10 years. 
 
While this friendship was initially established outside of Facebook, the affordances of the 
internet and subsequently Facebook have allowed a strong affective relationship to 
flourish despite a lack of corporeal co-presence. 
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He’s someone I can talk about anything with... I know all of his shit as they say and 
he knows all about mine. We haven’t met in person since then…I was like reflecting 
about all of this and I told him we haven’t actually met in 10 years so we should 
maybe meet up when I go back to Brazil and talk about life, because that’s what we 
talk about online. 
 
The lack of corporeality gives Candace pause when asked if she would consider him to be 
a close friend.  
 
Yes. I don’t know. I don’t know. It’s hard to describe. It would be a computer 
mediated friend, close friend, but it’s not the same as a real friend…I think it’s 
because we don’t meet up face to face. I think when you are online you have that – 
you can hide, you know. I wouldn’t tell him everything I told him online if we were 
face-to-face. I just talk to him about all of that because we were – because he’s a 
man and I’m a girl and I wanted to ask his opinion about lots of things. That’s why 
we’ve been talking. Just relationships. We talk about relationships. That’s all we 
talk about. 
 
As Baym (2010) argues, the affordances of an online environment (in this case Facebook) 
can make people more honest as it lowers the ‘cost’ of communication. Communicating 
via IM means that users do not have to worry about accounting for body language and 
other non-verbal cues in interaction which may moderate levels of disclosure if one feels 
one’s confidences are not being well received. This lack of inhibition could account for the 
reported ‘unreality’ of Candace’s friendship. Candace admits that she would be 
embarrassed to discuss some of the topics she and her friend chat about offline, but 
attributes her frankness to an ‘online personality’ as opposed to lowered inhibitions. When 
I asked her if she would still discuss the same things face-to-face with her friend, she 
replied: 
  “I would be embarrassed to talk about, yes. So I have like an online personality.” 
 
While the friendship Candace describes is what she terms a computer-mediated friend, 
the relationship did not start online, but was established face-to-face. It is not sustained 
online as Candace has moved away from her country of birth. Like Candace, Andrea, due 
to her shyness finds it easier to make friends via Facebook. She provided examples of 
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this happening, such as becoming friends with a friend’s partner via shared mutual 
interests, which became apparent through Facebook. Even though they had met in real 
life, Facebook allowed them to discover similarities, which they did not have a chance to 
discover face-to-face. Thus Facebook provides a way for users to negotiate their 
relationships within this new forum. These affordances prompt users to consciously and 
subconsciously reveal clues about themselves to others on Facebook. These revelations, 
which may not have been as accessible offline, provide the building blocks to create 
disclosure. One of the key features of friendship is the revelation of the self (Cocking and 
Matthews 2001). 
 
While Facebook provides benefits for both established and fledging friendships, 
participants reported that they rarely go on Facebook to find new friends with 83.5% of 
respondents only adding people they knew, people they considered friends, or close 
friends. Rather, Facebook functions as an additional platform, which works with email, 
mobile phone and face-to-face contact to sustain friendships. Facebook is part of a 
communicative suite that users have access to. Participants reported using these 
technologies reflexively to suit their needs. For example, Candace views mobile phones 
as more personal and immediate than communication via Facebook and prefers to use 
them to sending online messages. 
 
I know the person will see it straight away, because I need to be online to check the 
message. What else? I think it’s more personal. Mobile is more personal than 
internet… It’s been proven already right. Mobile phones are like yes, if you want to 
talk to people that are close to you, then you use your mobile rather than the 
internet, yes. 
 
Despite her personal preference for communicating via mobile phones, Facebook still 
plays an important role in the ecology of Candace’s friendships as it enables her to keep 
up to date with her friends’ lives. This in turn provides fodder for conversation when she 
meets up with them offline. 
 
I think it’s because it’s a way of knowing what’s happening. Especially when I get 
very busy with uni, then it’s a good way of knowing what’s going on, what’s 
happening around… 
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 Although Facebook is socially useful in many respects; as with the uptake of any new 
technology there is a period of adjustment as users discover the most beneficial way to 
use Facebook. For Matthew (M, 28), his use of Facebook has changed over time to being 
more reflective of his offline socialising. 
 
I think that it [Facebook] has this lifecycle, there’s this flurry of activity when you 
first join up, when you add everyone you know and interact, then after a while you 
get sick of it so not really much happens, it enters this mature stage where you only 
really keep in contact with the people you’d go out and have a drink with anyway. 
 
The initial push towards gathering friends appears to dwindle with continued Facebook 
use and is actively resisted by some participants. This is also reflected by Joseph’s (M, 
26) explanation that his friends on Facebook are people, “I have met, I don’t add random 
people. The rule tends to be if I see them in real life and don’t say hello, I should delete 
them. Because they’re not part of my real [friends].” Similarly, Andrea curates her friends’ 
list by asking herself, “would I like to see them if they were in Brisbane?” If the answer is 
no, like Joseph, she deletes them. This is a reflexive management of friendship that at its 
centre has affect as the main criteria for keeping Facebook friends. 
 
The reflexive management of friendship is characteristic of the ‘pure relationship’ that 
Giddens (1992) describes as one of the ways we construct our identity in the late modern 
landscape. Giddens’ (1992) concept of the pure relationship is primarily employed in 
relation to romantic relationships. Friendships too are increasingly framed as relationships 
of affect that have evolved from their instrumental roots, where friendships were politically, 
socially and economically advantageous. This is not to say that contemporary friendships 
are not instrumental with expectations of reciprocity and varying degrees of 
instrumentality. However, we hesitate to define friendship in these terms (Pahl 2000). 
 
Peripheral Friendships on Facebook 
 
Facebook, as previously discussed is a social space for friendships to flourish. It helps 
participants maintain connections across space and time. In addition to these positive 
functions it can also highlight gaps and silences in relationships that would not have 
otherwise been visible. For example, Facebook can highlight the tension between 
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instrumentality and affect when it comes to decide who is permitted in the parochial 
domain. This was particularly well articulated by Andrea who explained that there are 
some people she “would like to defriend but can’t” as Facebook reinforces the 
interconnected nature of her social circle, which is like a “complicated family tree”. Thus 
some friendships that are not based on affect are kept. 
 
In addition to highlighting tensions between instrumentality and affect, Facebook can also 
highlight gaps and silences in communication. Due to its ubiquity, for friends who are not 
on Facebook the ease and frequency of communication may be lessened. Even for those 
people who are on Facebook, the visible nature of interaction may in fact highlight 
previously unnoticed silences. Bird explains that she finds that Facebook makes the gaps 
in some of her friendships more noticeable than they otherwise might be. 
 
 …for example one of my best friends in germany, since i've added her on fb i feel 
as if it's more apparent that we don't communicate as much as we used to. but it 
was the same with email, just not as "visible". i don't know…also people can see 
you're active posting status updates, commenting on others' posts etc. and might 
wonder why you're not getting in touch with them when you obviously have the time 
to be hanging around on Facebook. but maybe i'm just paranoid. 
 
The architecture of Facebook also plays a part in this as it makes peripheral friendships 
visible by condensing diffuse and often disconnected relationships in a parochial sphere. 
In the offline world, the number of acquaintances or casual friendships we collect over the 
course of our life are not usually visible, as they are scattered across space, place and 
time. As Facebook provides a way to collect these diffuse connections in one place, so 
the number of connections and how one interacts with them becomes starkly visible. 
Participants were aware that the ‘friends’ figure presented by Facebook was not an 
accurate representation of their close friendships. Paula (F, 31), who argues that the 
amount of friendships that can be maintained at a given time is inherently limited, best 
articulates this. 
 
It's just not possible to have 200 close friends; but this distinction also applies to 
real life, not just fb: there are some people you have these conversations with: "hi, 
how are you?" "fine, thanks, you”; but that's fair enough. So on fb you have all your 
classmates from your primary and secondary school – you can't have meaningful 
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conversations with these people every day, but you don't want to lose contact with 
them. 
 
For Paula, the quantity of ‘friends’ on Facebook does not cheapen her close relationships. 
This is contrary to what is argued by Rosen (2007), Turkle (2011), and Buffardi and 
Campbell (2008) who maintain that SNS are best for maintaining shallow, and not intimate 
relationships. Instead, she sees Facebook as a mirror of her offline world, which contains 
people with whom she shares varying degrees of intimacy. Facebook allows Paula to 
sustain the less important friendships, which are in their own way still important to her. 
This is similar to Sage’s understanding of Facebook. Facebook for her also contains 
different ‘levels’ of friendship. As with Paula, this helps Sage connect more with the 
people she values, but unlike Bird, Facebook has little impact on her close friendships. 
 
I think because of the way that I value friendships or because of the way that I 
define my friendships with people, Facebook for me is a convenient interface to 
connect more frequently than I otherwise would with those people that are 
important to me. Because there's obviously different levels of friendship as well, it's 
a really good way to maintain connections with people that are not going to be 
lifelong friends, but you're friends with them or I should say you're in contact with 
them at this point in your life for a certain reason. It's a very convenient way to do 
that. But with my true friends – my best mate is not on Facebook and doesn't need 
to be. It has no impact at all on our friendship. 
 
Accounts from older participants such as Kate (F, 48) highlight how friendship can be lost 
over time as people move away, get busy or change. With Facebook Kate has found a 
way to draw these peripheral, and previously lost friendships back into her social world. 
 
No, some of them I hadn't seen for 30 years. It was really interesting and now I feel 
– it's not – we're not – they haven't I suppose reignited a friendship, but we keep in 
touch now…one of my friends is about to be a grandmother, so there's updates 
about that, so that's all still – so you're not ringing all the time saying how's it going, 
pushing them, because you don't necessarily know the children, but I know the 
woman who's becoming a grandmother. So to keep in contact has been good. 
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Kathryn (F 40) also states that Facebook has enabled her to reconnect with people from 
her past, “friends from years back”. Without Facebook she would not be able to keep in 
touch with these people as she explains, “I don't even know their current addresses.” 
 
While these friendships may not represent significant, close or intimate friendships they do 
highlight one of the more interesting features of Facebook in that it allows its users to 
keep a catalogue of their past friendships. As Cooley (1962) highlights, friendships 
represent an important source of self-knowledge. We understand ourselves as reflected 
through others. Friends are important in reflexively constructing the self (Pahl 2000). As 
Giddens (1992) highlights, the late modern experience is one of decreased certainty. 
There are less immutable categories by which individuals can construct a stable sense of 
self. Instead, Giddens (1992) argues, personal relationships, particularly romantic 
relationships, are a way for individuals to reflexively create a sense of self. Friendships 
are also an important voluntary affective relationship through which the self can be 
constructed. So, Facebook with its ability to contain past and present friends allows us to 
access a full complement of reflections of ourselves over the life course. This provides a 
reflection of where we are in the narrative of our lives by positioning ourselves among our 
relationships at a point from which we can imagine and situate our future selves (Taylor 
1992). 
 
When Facebook friends drift too far to the periphery they are often defriended. 
Sometimes, as with Andrea, this is due to too much difference. Similarity of tastes, or ties 
based on geographical proximity, are no longer enough to sustain an affective bond. As 
previously mentioned, the criterion Andrea usually uses to curate her friends on Facebook 
is based on affect and a desire to sustain an offline connection in addition to being friends 
on Facebook. Occasionally her friends just become too different, necessitating 
defriending. For example, a former flatmate of Andrea from her time in London had taken 
up female bodybuilding. The ex-flatmate likes to post pictures where she is “posed and 
orange”. For Andrea, that was a step too far. Similar to Andrea, Paula also only defriends 
people if they are too far on the periphery of her connections. This boundary is more 
relaxed than one might suspect with Paula only defriending people she believes she will 
never see again, or has no interest in seeing again. These peripheral people, Paula 
believes, will be unlikely to notice if she is no longer friends with them, as there is very 
little mutual affection or interest tying them together. 
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I think there's a kind of protocol, how it's rude to "unfriend" someone or not accept 
someone's friend request, so you feel bad for doing it. I try to unfriend only those 
people whom I really don't need to have there, who won't even notice (like 
someone whom i met once and won't probably meet again). 
 
Peripheral connections are not necessarily doomed to defriending and disconnection 
echoing Aristotelian ideas of friendship based on a similarity of mind and temperament 
(Pahl 2000). Similarity, or homophily, was central in the creation of friendship for Aristotle 
and for those who extend on his idea such as Socrates, Plato and Cicero. For these 
thinkers, friendship was only possible between people who were equal in every respect. 
While such high levels of similarity are not necessarily so important in contemporary 
understandings of friendships, we can even see an understanding of friendships between 
unequal parties developed by Plutarch. Similarity is still an important consideration. For 
example, in Facebook, acknowledgement of similarity and shared history can be enough 
to sustain a peripheral friendship. Otherwise, a connection might be discarded if left latent 
for too long. Irene (F, 30) describes a peripheral friendship that would seemingly be easy 
to let go. However, Facebook reminds her, through her friend’s post, that they share 
similar values and beliefs, thus the friendship is sustained. 
 
The interesting thing with Facebook is the reason that I meet people – I'm thinking 
of one girl in particular – the reason that I meet people determines whether I keep 
them as friends on Facebook and they don't get that cull. So there's this girl that I 
never – I very rarely ever, ever, ever contact. But what she's into is stuff that I'm 
interested in, so when she does post, I'm interested in what she posts about. But 
she's not a friend really. I met her in Barcelona and we – she's a cool chick. If we 
were in the same place – but I've been to Sydney. She lives in Sydney. I didn't 
catch up with her. But if something happened, I'd be totally cool with catching up 
with her. 
 
Irene is careful to make a distinction between people that she knows on Facebook and 
friends. Irene describes the acquaintance she met in Barcelona as “not a friend really” as 
the relationship has never had the time or space to develop past the initial affective 
connection. Nonetheless, Facebook enables this connection, which might otherwise have 
been lost, to remain persistent and retain the possibility of a future friendship. This echoes 
Zoe’s accounts of affective, but peripheral connections on Facebook. Like Irene, 
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Facebook reminds Zoe of their connection and offers of possibility of reactivating it in the 
future. 
 
But it's the weird thing about Facebook. If I haven't talked to someone say in a 
year, face-to-face, or like in a phone call, but mainly face-to-face, but I've talked to 
them on Facebook on and off, and then I run into them, I'll still kind of feel like I 
haven't seen them for a year… I do have a couple who are kind of decent people. I 
haven't seen them in ages and we do have really like to chat now and then on 
Facebook. But I still don't feel like I've really seen them in ages. But it's more about, 
if you were to reconnect in the future, the opportunity is there to do that. 
 
Previously, these connections would have been lost, but instead they are kept minimally 
active through the parochial space that Facebook facilitates. Zoe further elaborates that 
this helps manage her friendships as her life gets busier, but is careful to note that this 
does not mean that Facebook can substitute for quality connections. 
I wouldn't say that they would make the friendships like more quality. But through 
periods of absence or people like where it's that age where we are getting really 
busy. We do have fiancés and stuff. So we don't go out that often and we're not 
hanging out with friends that often. We work full-time. In a band. So practice 
weeknights. It's like – you know and it would be so easy to just fall out of touch with 
like a lot of people. But because they're on Facebook, because they're your friends, 
you're having all these little day to day connections that don't really make you feel 
too overly closer to someone. 
 
This discourse is reflected by Pahl (2000) who argues that friendship takes energy and 
time, which is increasingly scarce in modern life. It is this time and space that is 
increasingly swallowed up by the complexities of modern life such as serial monogamy, 
long commutes to work, more demanding work conditions as well as increasingly stressful 
parenting and caring (Pahl 2000). Homophilic bonds mean that we are most likely to form 
connections with those similar to ourselves. Those with whom we are friends may also 
find themselves in similarly stressful and time poor situations, which may impair our ability 
to form close friendships. This is similar to the situation described by Zoe. She finds that 
her friends, like herself, lead busy lives. What Facebook offers is a way to maintain 
connections, which might otherwise be discarded as too demanding. 
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Conclusion 
 
Friendship has always been practiced according to its socio-historical context. In some 
epochs this has meant that friendship has been heavily influenced by religious ideals of 
companionship. In other epochs it would appear that friendship has been more utilitarian 
and political in nature. What is clear is that friendship is a dynamic and adaptable form of 
human sociality, simultaneously capable of affect and practicality. It appears that 
technology is the driving force behind the present incarnation of friendship and is also 
central in many concerns about the quality of these relationships. Mobile and web based 
technologies allow us to sustain friendships across space and time, reducing the cost and 
work associated with maintaining relationships. Such technologies have the ability to 
enrich our lives, allowing individuals to sustain friendships beyond temporal or 
geographical constraints. However, others argue that the effortless and abbreviated 
nature of mediated communication means that friendships are not as intimate and 
meaningful as they used to be. This position refers to an imagined ‘golden era’ of 
friendship that is somehow superior to what is experienced today. But the relationship 
between friendship and technology is not a zero sum game; we do not necessarily receive 
less from our friendships as they become multi-modal, enacted across various 
communication technologies. In this chapter participants seem to believe that the 
mediated communication that Facebook facilitates, allows friendships to be better than 
they would otherwise be considering the pressures of late modernity. This is particularly 
apparent in accounts such as from Andrea and Madeline who explain that Facebook helps 
them ‘hold on’ to friendships that might otherwise be lost. 
 
As theorists such as Lash (2002) have noted, the world and to a certain extent, lived 
experiences, are speeding up. This means that social relationships are increasingly 
mediated, disconnected in space (or place), but connected through time. Via technology 
we are able to connect with absent others beyond face-to-face interaction. The process of 
mediation in friendship is not new. As highlighted in this chapter, the use of mediated 
communication to sustain friendships has been present across various historical epochs. 
Mediation allayed some of the anxieties associated with mobility. That is, when friends 
moved, that connection with them would be lost. This drive to connection led early letter 
writers to stress the importance of their friendships in letters that emphasised the 
importance of their affective and instrumental bonds. 
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Thus Facebook represents, in some ways, a continuation of this practice. As levels of 
mobility over the life course are higher now than ever before (Urry 2003), the anxieties 
about sustaining friendships over time and place have grown. Facebook, and its 
predecessors: phone, mobile and email communication can be understood as attempts to 
manage and mitigate the effects of separation. Despite recurrent concerns about the 
effect of technology on our social relationships, friendship in particular has remained 
remarkably resilient. The ideals expressed by participants about friendship echo in many 
ways writing from the classical period concerning friendship. Thus, the argument that we 
are unable to distinguish, or do not know, what real friendship is in a world full of 
communication and connection is not supported by participants’ accounts. Instead, 
participants articulate what seem to be ‘core’ values of friendship, affection, emotional 
support and the ability to be yourself even if that means revealing the less flattering 
aspects of your personality. 
It appears then, that Facebook has not substantially changed the ideals that participants 
hold about friendship. Instead, it shows that people continue to value and prioritise strong 
affective bonds and are able to distinguish these bonds from other connections. From this 
perspective, Facebook is arguably a continuation of patterns of mediated interaction that 
has sustained and nourished friendship throughout history. While it may change some of 
the work associated with friendship, and make previously invisible connections visible, it 
does not appear to have changed the quality of friendships itself.  
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Chapter 5  
Facebook: An Edited Self? 
 
Introduction 
 
Facebook is unique amongst online environments as it is concerned with mapping users’ 
offline social relationships like the friendships discussed in the previous chapter. The 
friendships described by participants in this research were stable, persistent and 
maintained through offline interaction. As such, it links online self-presentation to a 
locatable offline person. The ability to link self-presentation to a body, a person and an 
offline existence means that the self presented on Facebook can be falsified against offline 
patterns of behaviour. Until recently the internet was a largely anonymous space. There 
were few ways to even attempt to verify someone’s identity claims to ascertain ‘who they 
really were’. Unlike many other online environments, Facebook began with an emphasis 
on real names linked, and in effect verified by offline institution. For the first few years of 
operation Facebook users had to have a verifiable email at a university. This approach is 
radically different to the seemingly fluid and commitment-free modes of self-presentation 
that had previously dominated the internet. 
 
This self-presentation on Facebook is a unique site of enquiry as it is very much 
grounded in the offline world. In examining self-presentation on Facebook this chapter 
begins with a review of various theories of the self and how these theories have 
influenced previous scholarship regarding self-presentation online. From this I argue that 
self-presentation on Facebook is influenced by mainstream social structures, social 
values and relationships. By doing this, I further argue that the representation of the self 
on Facebook is edited, not through what is revealed, but rather what is concealed. 
Representations of the self on Facebook are typically reticent as opposed to expressive. 
However, as Facebook is part of the participants’ daily lives, I also examine the 
intersection of conscious and unconscious self-presentation. This intersection was 
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important to participants as they held it was possible to locate some type of authentic self in 
other’s self-presentation on Facebook over time. In constructing this impression 
participants noted that incongruent behaviours were one way to effectively assess the 
authenticity of other people’s self-presentation. 
 
Distinguishing between the Self and Identity 
 
The literature on the self is quite vast and is spread across many disciplines including 
philosophy, psychology and sociology. For the purposes of this chapter, the primary focus 
is on sociological understandings of the self. I acknowledge that drawing such a boundary 
is somewhat arbitrary as sociology necessarily draws upon and is influenced by 
philosophy and psychology. The distinction between the self and identity is both important 
and porous. After all, the concepts of identity and self are intrinsically linked. Jenkins 
(2008) argues that the self is an individual’s reflexive construction of his or her own 
identity created in reference to the similarities and differences of others. Without the self, 
Jenkins (2008) argues, one would be unable to act. 
 
Further complicating the distinction between the concepts of self and identity are the 
multiple ways in which the latter is invoked. As argued by Jenkins (2008), one’s identity 
and one’s self are parts of the same whole. Jenkins (2008) further emphasises the 
externality of one’s identity and argues that this is of particular importance in the internal-
external dialectic between the self and its circumstances. Other theorists such as Burkitt 
(1991) dispute the idea of a dialectical entirely and argue that a concrete division between 
the individual and society cannot be located. Arguing for a lack a distinction between the 
collective and the individual means that the ‘I’ of the matter, is elusive, as it constantly 
shifts in relation to what surrounds it. Thus it becomes redundant to focus on the self at all, 
but rather to shift the analytic focus to its various situated manifestations (identity). This is 
different to the dialectical relationships described by Jenkins (2008) earlier. In advancing 
the idea of a dialectical relationship between internal and external, Jenkins necessarily 
supposes that the internal must exist, independent of, although inevitably shaped by the 
external. 
 
The lack of an ‘I” proposed by Burkitt (1991) speaks to post-modern ideas of self, which is 
argued to be decentred, fragmented and situational. The post-modern self is dismantled 
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and saturated by an awareness of humankind (Gregen 1991). Gregen’s (1991) work 
emphasises the role of media is social saturation; this allows individuals to connection to 
each other through self-referential media narrative. However, this engagement with media 
is so overwhelming that it does not allow a coherent performance of self. Gregen (1991) 
argues that the technologies of social saturation encourage this incoherence by offering 
multiple, and at times, competing possibilities for realising the self. Realising the self 
amongst this multiplicity requires a version of the self that it flexible (Lifton 1993). Post-
modern accounts of the self emphasises its situational and non-linear nature (Harre 2000; 
Vollmer 2005). This understanding of the self is reflected in Turkle’s (1996) work. The post-
modern self is like the layers of an onion – decentred and fragmented (Lacan 1997). 
Accounts of the post modern self are well suited to the online environment, which 
detached the self from the body and thus expands the possibilities for the multiplicitous, 
reflexive realisation of the self. 
 
In contrast to postmodern theories of the self, which hold that it is not a permanent, real 
thing, some scholars have argued that the self must be considered in a temporal sense. 
Ryle (1963) argues that the ‘I’ is a product of temporal ordering and that understanding our 
selfhood can only be done retrospectively. Ryle (1963) argues that introspection is the 
necessary condition of selfhood and that introspection can only be achieved 
retrospectively. One must wait for something to happen in order to reflect on it; yet this 
does not account for the ways in which individuals position themselves within ongoing 
events. People can, and do, account for the ‘I’ in the moment, because, to revisit Jenkin’s 
(2008) earlier claim, without the self one is unable to act. 
 
The ability to account for the ‘I’ as separate from other selves and as something that is 
positioned in time and space rests on the embodiment of the self that is contained in a 
living, breathing body. Even the disembodied space of the internet is dependent in the 
end on bodies in front of screens and keyboard (Hakken 1999). Even the self on the 
internet cannot (yet) exist in any active way without a body. Further, the body is the 
starting point for the self; it is the vehicle by which we realise that we are separate from, 
and different to, others. Through these embodied experiences, body helps provide a 
stable sense of who we are, where we are and what exactly we are doing. This is not to 
say that the self is causally prior to our behaviours, because it is in some sense knowable 
and observable (Jenkins 2008). This definition is definitely different to the post-modern self 
described by many authors. The over-reduction of the self into fragmented and only 
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situationally relevant bits ignores the fact that most individuals, most of the time, have a 
unitary experience of their self. Following from Jenkins(2008), I submit that the self is 
simultaneously cognitive, emotional, and an amalgam of both collective and individual 
knowledge which is in turn tied together by an embodied awareness of being in a spatially 
organised world. This view is also consistent with Taylor (1989) who argues that identity 
is enacted in conversations with others, but is also constrained by cultural notions of what 
identity is. This is in line with modernists’ understanding of the self, which understand it as 
a linear process of becoming that is anchored in and influenced by mainstream structures 
and social relationships such as family, work, religion and educational institutions. Taylor 
(1989) draws on Heideggers’ (2008) Being and Time to construct a case for the 
importance of other selves in the construction of a self. A sense of other individuals is 
essential in creating a temporal structure in which to order the self. Lives are understood 
in the narrative. The relational presence of other individuals makes this understandable, 
as it is the presence of others that help us create our present self. From the present self 
(as per Heidegger) we are aware, from a range of current possibilities, of what the future 
self might be. This, as Taylor (1989) points out, is the structure for any kind of situated 
action. Not only does the narrative self, or an understanding of the self as temporally 
situated, shape the present, it is the key in understanding the self – “Who am I?” – as a 
process of becoming. 
 
In many ways Taylor’s focus on the importance of others in constructing the self echoes 
the symbolic interactionist perspectives championed by Cooley (1962) and Mead (1934) 
as well as the later work of Goffman (1959). When referring to symbolic interactionism, 
the most commonly cited source is Blumer’s (1969) definition of the concept. Snow 
(2001: 368) refers to Blumer’s(1969) definition as the “Rosetta stone of symbolic 
interactionism.” Blumer’s (1969) definition of symbolic interactionism rests on three main 
principles that are closely interrelated. Blumer’s (1969) definition is broadly as follows: 
people act towards things and other people according to the meaning they have. These 
meanings are constituted through social interaction with others and are constantly 
transformed and managed through the interpretative process by which we understand our 
social worlds. For example, Cooley argues that the self is part of an organic social whole 
in which individuals are active participants, “everything that I say or think is influenced by 
what others have said or thought, and, in one way or another, send out an influence of its 
own in turn” (1962: 4). Similarly, Mead, while critical of Cooley, is also firmly situated 
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within the symbolic interactionist perspective. Mead (1934) argues that interaction 
produces consciousness, as opposed to Cooley, who argues the inverse. Mead states: 
 
… the whole (society) is prior to the part (the individual), not the part to the whole; 
and the parts is explained in terms of the whole, not the whole in terms of the parts 
or parts…from the outside to the inside instead of from the inside to the outside, so 
to speak (1934: 7 - 8). 
 
The presence of others is essential in creating and sustaining selfhood; this is a 
common thread that links Taylor’s moral philosophy to the more sociological approaches 
of Mead and Cooley. 
 
Aside from the distinction between identity and the self, the other longstanding distinction 
is between the private self and the public person (Mauss 1985; Harre 2000; Jenkins 
2008). The self then is one’s private experience of his or her self; the public person 
constitutes the parts of the self that appear to others. While there may be differences 
between one’s image of oneself and others’ perceptions of them (Goffman 1959; Jenkins 
2008), the self and the public person are necessarily intertwined. Thus, the self is 
external, constituted through interactions with other people, and comprises an internal 
world which is separate to, but necessarily impacted by these interactions. The self, it 
can be argued, is the ‘essence’ of a person; identity is how the self manifests in various 
settings. Thus, one can have many identities, but only one self. 
 
Understanding the Self and Identity Online 
 
There are many sources of the self, and self-presentation is not solely determined by 
whether one is corporeally present or not. Addressing the concept of the ‘self’ as it relates 
to the online environment can be a complex task. With the advent of the internet, 
scholars and commentators became increasingly fascinated with the interplay between 
the self and computer mediated communication. Some authors such as Turkle celebrate 
the potentially liberating effects of CMC for self-presentation. Turkle argues that CMC 
gives individuals a flexibility and fluidity associated with the construction and 
presentation of the self, which was historically unprecedented. Turkle (1996) argues that 
the self is best understood through the concept of computer windows. An internet user 
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may have multiple windows open at any given time each containing a different, and 
unrelated activity. Turkle (1996: 14) argues that: 
 
Windows have become a powerful metaphor for thinking about the self as a 
multiple, distributed system…the self is no longer simply playing different roles in 
different setting at different times. The life practice of windows is that of a 
decentered self that exists in many worlds, that plays many roles at the same time. 
 
The flexibility and fluidity of self-representation described by Turkle (1996) also has 
attendant concerns about the authenticity of the self presented online (Baym 2010). 
Many of the concerns and comments regarding self-presentation online are associated 
with the disembodied identities and the invisibility of the body. Without bodies, the self is 
perceived to become less certain (Baym 2010). Traits that are easily communicated in 
face- to-face interaction such as gender, age and ethnicity are seemingly erased online 
(Baym 2010). This invisibility raises fundamental questions about trust and honesty. If 
people can potentially be anything, will they lie about who they are? Anxieties about 
deliberate misrepresentation online are closely linked to a lack of corporeal presence 
(Baym 2010). Without the visible markers of gender, ethnicity and age that are generally 
easily discernible in face-to-face interaction, identity claims are not falsifiable (Slater 
1998). Previous research in environments focused on identity play, such as Multi-User 
Domains (MUDs), has demonstrated that people do not usually choose online identities 
that are radically different to their offline selves (Curtis 1997; Baym 2010). 
 
This idea of the internet as a flexible medium in which to present the self, and 
consequently engage in identity ‘play’, has continued to inform related scholarship 
(Livingstone 2008; Lui 2008; Zhoa et al.2008; Mendelson and Papacharissi 2011). Thus, 
literature that examines the self and Facebook continues to place emphasis on the 
performative aspect of self- presentation, arguing that Facebook is a space in which 
identity, as manifested through self- presentation is deliberately and consciously 
constructed. This understanding of Facebook aligns with post-modernist understanding of 
the self, which is fluid, situational and often enacted through self-referential media (Gregen 
1991).  
 
Liu’s (2008) research into taste performances online could be used to argue that 
individuals who engage with social networking sites are primarily concerned with 
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constructing and performing a self that will read authentically to their audience. As such 
this literature focuses on Facebook as a setting through which a part of the self is 
consciously manifested. However, the theoretical framework used to explore identity 
online in previous research utilises theorists Goffman (1959) to emphasise the situational 
nature of the self. This chapter of my thesis focuses on the idea of the self because 
Facebook, as a technology, encourages users to present a complete picture of their 
selves; one that is reflective of the totality of their person, not just a partial or situationally 
invoked identity. In using this approach, I am moving away from previous understandings 
of the internet as a postmodern space (Adler and Adler 2008). Adler and Adler (2008) 
argue that the internet is a postmodern space since it is created by technology and 
populated by disembodied users who are detached from physical time and space. 
Facebook provides a way of reconnecting the online self, of re-embodying and attaching it 
to a corporeal form that is locatable in offline places. Unlike other interest based online 
communities, Facebook users are known to each other offline. This configuration presents 
a rather modernist self in a modernist space; stable, persistent and intrinsically linked to 
offline relationships with friends and others, which are in part facilitated by mainstream 
social structures such as university and work. The extent to which users cooperate with 
this is varied and will be explored later in this chapter. 
 
Facebook is aimed at collecting or invoking the most complete self-representation 
possible. The architecture of Facebook includes numerous prompts to encourage 
individuals to create a complete picture of their selves. As part of this research, I created 
a Facebook account through which I friended my participants. This account is rather lean 
and I have put limited information about myself on it. As pictured below in Figure 2, when 
I log in, Facebook reminds me (by way of a progress bar) that my profile is only partially 
complete. 
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Fig.1: Facebook requesting additional information to ‘complete’ my profile 
 
Additionally, Facebook lists various interests down the left-hand side of my profile 
page, and pre-populates them with suggestions that are based on my location and my 
friend’s interests for me to select. 
 
 
Fig. 2: Location and friend based interest suggestions 
 
Facebook continually prompts its users to present the self, not a situational identity. What 
Facebook wants is the totality of an individual’s life, including family connections, 
relationship status, work, education, interests and more. While users can chose whether 
they provide this information or not Facebook still requests the self, rather than a self. 
Also, Facebook appears to represent a centralization of self. Not only do these sites 
provide a way to centralize one’s narrative by creating a platform to communicate 
important (or banal) life events, they also centralize the connections in one place. It 
appears then that SNS seem to have more in common with modernist theories of self. 
That is, that the self is strongly anchored to mainstream social structures, social values 
and most importantly relationships with family and friends. 
 
Presenting the Self on Facebook: What Do I Say? 
 
The pull of mainstream social structures, social values and relationships in constructing 
the self can be seen when participants decided what to say when they posted or 
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interacted on Facebook. When considering how the self is constructed on Facebook, 
examining how participants decide what to post is an important part of this equation as it 
gives some insight to the extent to which participants utilise the expressive affordances 
of Facebook to perform their selves. Previous studies such as Tufekci (2008) have found 
that university students tend to engage in high levels of self-disclosure on SNS, 
especially on Facebook. Further, Tufekci (2008) argues that Facebook is part of the 
social, expressive internet, which is largely separate from the instrumental web. The 
distinction Tufecki (2008) makes between the instrumental and expressive affordances 
of the internet is rather stark. For Tufekci the expressive internet is: 
 
…the practice and performance of technologically mediated sociality…[in order to] 
perform and realise social interaction, self-presentation, public performance, 
social capital management, social monitoring and the production, maintenance 
and furthering of social ties (2008: 548). 
 
Conversely, the instrumental internet is concerned with, “information seeking, 
knowledge gathering…This is the internet of online banking, shopping and checking the 
weather” (Tufecki 2008: 548). This clear delineation between the expressive and 
instrumental functions of the internet appears to have faded over the past few years. 
This is particularly apparent when considering Facebook’s integration with other aspects 
of the internet. For example, e-commerce sites allow users to create profiles on them 
using their Facebook profile as a guarantor of their identity. Additionally, many mobile 
applications use Facebook as a way for users to log in without the trouble of creating a 
separate profile. 
 
The distinction between instrumental and expressive is a useful one. The most common 
war of framing their posting choices was in relation to other users. These statements 
underscore the importance of others in the construction and expression of the self (Cooley 
1962). Observing other people’s behaviour on Facebook also helped participants reinforce 
their own values. Commonly, participants emphasised that the content they posted to 
Facebook had to be of use to others. For example, communicating travel plans to a broad 
audience. This serves several purposes such as letting others know where a user is; 
seeking information about the destination and accomplishing other practical tasks of travel 
such as accommodation (with friends) or transportation to and from transport hubs. For 
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Irene, the first purpose, communicating her whereabouts, was most important as she 
explained the purpose behind her ‘travelling’ posts: 
 
For example if I’m leaving or travelling I will probably post, you know, that I’m gone 
or that they can’t seek me out at home. 
 
Like Irene, this is also demonstrated in Sage’s posts on Facebook. Posting on Facebook is 
an easy way for Sage to let her friends know her movements, which in turn facilitates 
offline socialising. Sage’s approach combines some of the instrumental and expressive 
functions that Tufecki (2008) identifies. 
 
Yeah, if something significant happens and it's nothing too personal, often I'll 
share - like I'll make status updates about some - like going to Melbourne. I 
used to live in Melbourne, so all my friends in Melbourne will [aahhh] and then 
it's this thing.  
 
While this information may also convey other attributes about Sage, its express purpose is 
the practical and efficient communication of information. Sage, at least consciously does 
not conceive this as an expressive performance of the self. In fact, there appears to be a 
certain stigma attached to posting trivial status updates and most participants take care to 
post things that are either useful, funny or have some other potential value to the viewer. 
That is not to say that these types of posts are not also expressive – expressive and 
instrumental uses are not mutually exclusive – but that participants view them as being 
categorically different to trivial or mundane posts, which generally contain ‘expressive’ 
information about the use. The participants in this research view these posts and the 
disclosures they contain as unnecessary or excessive. Marie’s criteria for deciding what to 
post is representative of the posting criteria held by all participants interviewed. 
 
It might be that I’ve found something which I think might be very interesting for most 
of my friends. I think the last time I posted was when we had a pretty great storm 
here, and everybody was like okay, rain is gone. It was like, no, it’s actually arrived 
here. Half of my friends just posted how the weather was and we could actually 
track down where the storm went. 
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This approach is similar to Zhoa et al. (2008) findings that Facebook users prefer implicit 
to explicit disclosures regarding the self. This is analogous with ‘showing’ not ‘telling’ 
aspects of the self (Zhoa et al. 2008). However, some participants such as Matthew 
participated in little of either behaviour. Matthew’s policy is to only post information seeking 
posts or post that function like a community announcement. 
 
The only kinds of things I post nowadays are things I’m actively looking for a 
response too. Kind of like a community service announcement. 
 
While Facebook may have the ability to be an expressive medium, participants in this 
study generally approached posting in an instrumental, as opposed to expressive manner. 
Instrumental posts are those that help the user accomplish practical tasks, such as 
information seeking. Emphasis on useful posts that provide helpful or interesting 
information is congruent with Wohn et al. (2011) who found that adult users of Facebook 
frequently use it to participate in information seeking or broadcasting behaviours to help 
them manage the minutiae of daily life. When not engaging in information seeking or 
broadcasting behaviours, participants try to avoid posting what they view as trivial or 
‘stupid’ posts. This is markedly differently to what Tufekci’s (2008) observation of college-
aged users in the United States who had high level of expressive self-disclosure. In fact, 
participants’ often positioned their Facebook use in opposition to this type of Facebook 
use. For example, Paula positions her posts on Facebook in opposition to those who post 
what she sees as trivial information. 
 
Some people post really stupid things that nobody's interested in – i just really do 
categorize them as stupid because of that. things like they woke up, they had 
breakfast, they're at work and bored, they have lunch...but then, you can use fb for 
meaningful things, i'm subscribed to many pages which inform me about interesting 
events, but not only pages can be like that, also people, I try to post only useful 
things myself. 
 
This is similar to Sage who also defines her posts in opposition to trivial or attention 
seeking posts. 
 
Not this FML, whatever - Fuck My Life acronym shit with, oh, my life - oh, just so 
sad today or whatever. It's like, whatever. Occasionally I'll post - I'll always post 
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photos whenever I do one of my jewellery events, post photos from that because - 
sort of stuff that I know my friends would be interested in. I don't have the time to 
contact them all directly about it. On the weekend, I was at this thing and posted a 
photo so people will know, because I'm not going to have time to call people and 
say, hey, it's going really well or whatever. So use it more for that and know that all 
my close friends will be checking or will see that… Or if I have a big success in 
something or - generally I only like to post things about going places or cool stuff 
happening 
 
Likewise, Zoe, although more expressive with her Facebook posts, argues that she 
attempts to post ‘quality’ posts. 
 
I mean sometimes I'll just kind of post something like I want to get stuck in a storm 
in a different country. That was something I was kind of just thinking. I didn't 
necessarily really require a response from anyone. But oh that's kind of a cool 
concept. I like to post more quality though. Most of the time, I don't like to post [for 
example], oh, I got up this morning and ate a bagel. 
 
There is a theme among participants that the most appropriate use for Facebook is a 
rather utilitarian one and is explicitly linked to their offline activities. It seems that 
participants are not interested in, and assume others are not interested in the admittedly 
boring, and intimate details of their daily life. This markedly affects the way the self is 
presented online. As Cooley argues, the self is part of an organic social whole in which 
individuals are active participants: “everything that I say or think is influenced by what 
others have said or thought, and, in one way or another, send out an influence of its own 
in turn” (1962: 4). Zoe’s representation of her self on Facebook is influenced by what she 
has seen others do in the same space. However, instead of mimicking this behaviour she 
has constructed her self- presentation in opposition to these instances, what she posts 
on Facebook, which can be argued to be at least partially reflective of her self, is 
influenced by what others have done, and continue to do. Nonetheless, as each 
individual inhabits to a certain extent, their own unique Facebook-space, what they post 
does vary slightly. For example, some, like Carol are less restrictive about what they post 
on Facebook, allowing that they sometimes post out of boredom and desire for 
connection. But, like the other participants shown here, Carol also structures her posting 
around interesting or useful information. 
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Sometimes it’s just things that happen when friends are around... like somebody 
might say something funny, and I'll post it because I know we have a lot of friends 
in common and others would also know the person and find it funny... sometimes 
it's just strange things that happen or that I notice... sometimes it's just general 
updates, especially when I'm travelling and friends can't reach me any other way. 
and sometimes it's just posting because I'm bored and I want to talk to people (the 
famous "xyz is making a sandwich" posts). 
 
So although Carol admits that she engages in some trivial Facebook activity, this is framed 
as part of a broader desire to connect with people as opposed to attention for attention’s 
sake. This allows Carol, like the other participants quoted, to maintain her own self-image 
that seems to be constructed in opposition to the ‘narcissistic’ stereotype of Facebook 
users. The user in this stereotype is young, self-involved and obsessed with the minutiae 
of their own life. Parts of this are evident in the accounts above, for example in Zoe’s 
statement, “I don't like to post [for example], oh, I got up this morning and ate a bagel” and 
Sage’s “Not this FML, whatever - Fuck My Life acronym shit with, oh, my life - oh, just so 
sad today or whatever.” Paula also draws on this archetype in constructing her own 
Facebook use and by extension her self-presentation stating, 
 
 some people post really stupid things that nobody's interested in - i just really do 
categorize them as stupid because of that. things like they woke up, they had 
breakfast, they're at work and bored, they have lunch. 
 
Carol explained that the types of posts that are on the receiving end of this disdain are 
associated with her age. She further elaborates that the content she sees on Facebook is 
highly dependent on those with whom she is a friend. Carol argues that having older 
friends on Facebook substantially improves the quality of content from trivial to useful and 
engaging. 
 
It depends on what sort of friends you have on Facebook... if all your Facebook 
friends are like 14, then that might well be the case [ that you would see boring or 
trivial posts]... in my case, however, friends often post links to interesting articles, 
coordinate schoolwork and ask about assignments, invite people for parties etc... 
for example, Facebook also works to keep you informed about the news (e.g. I first 
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found out about Bin Laden's death because a couple of my friends posted about it 
on their status). 
 
The users quoted above carefully use both real and imaged instance of ‘bad’ Facebook 
use to construct their own self-presentation on Facebook in opposition, as interesting, 
useful, and by extension, adult. As previous literature primarily focused on young people, it 
is not surprising that it consequently emphasises the performative aspects of Facebook 
and therefore argues that the act of creating a profile amounts to writing oneself into being 
online (boyd 2006, 2011). However, participants expressed – as articulated above by 
Carol – an aversion to explicitly intimate or otherwise expressive behaviour. The emphasis 
on performance in and of itself obscures the way Facebook is social and collaborative and 
the ways in which performance is a by-product of being social. 
 
The distinction that participants make between the instrumental and expressive function of 
Facebook is not as clear-cut as it appears. While posting information about where one is 
travelling to is a practical use of Facebook, this also serves to communicate to others 
some expressive aspects of the self. As in this example, it would illustrate the type of 
social, cultural and economic capital one has. Similarly participants’ emphasis on posting 
interesting or useful things further speaks to other aspects of the self. Being able to know 
what is the ‘right’ type of information in and of itself speaks to a type of cultural knowledge 
and know-how. Understanding what is substantively interesting and what is not, can speak 
of one’s cultural tastes and political values. These things, while rarely explicit in what 
participants posted, are evident and able to be read as second order information. These 
disclosures are much more in line with what Goffman (1959) would categorise as 
impressions that are ‘given off’ not ‘given’. According to Goffman (1959) impression ‘given 
off’ are the unconscious and unintentional aspects of self-presentation. Part of this is due 
to the type of space in which this self-presentation occurs. By engaging in this space, 
participants have to confront the possibility for reputational damage. Accounting for this, I 
argue, has the effect of levelling or homogenising certain aspects of self-presentation, 
namely the more expressive ones and replacing it with a focus on other, more instrumental 
functions. 
The Edited Self: Self-presentation on Facebook 
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One of the reasons why performativity is often the object of analysis is due to the 
conceptualisation of Facebook as a space. The idea that Facebook is a public space 
(Litt 2012) and is therefore more self-consciously performative than other interactions is 
in some ways limiting. It conceptualizes online spaces such as Facebook as ‘out there’. 
This means by using the Facebook space, the self is detached and reconfigured in an 
online storefront that is rearranged to present the most appealing view to an unknowable 
public (Litt 2012) and posting is one of the ways in which users can expressively 
‘perform’ or communicate their self. However, what is posted is subject to various factors. 
Being in a mediated environment also affects what people may post or do on Facebook. 
As mediated environments have the capacity for larger audiences than most face-to-face 
interactions, the task of imagining with whom one is communicating becomes more 
central to the act of communication itself. While imagined audiences have always been 
present to some degree, scholars now argue that this concept is more important to the 
average person due to the ubiquity of social media and their alleged highly public nature. 
Litt argues that, 
 
…the size, composition, boundaries, accessibility, and cue availability of our 
communication partners during everyday interactions make it nearly impossible 
to determine the actual audience (2012: 332). 
 
This argument relies on the idea that the audiences available through social media are 
more diverse, and thus more complicated to negotiate than ever before. This means that, 
although participants on social networking sites such as Facebook have lists of potential 
audience members available to them, they are cognitively unable to account for them. The 
tensions inherent in this account are that users of social networking sites are unaware or 
unable to negotiate the potential pitfalls of self-presentation online due to Facebook’s 
perceived spatial characteristics. Thus, users are generally, if not specifically, aware of 
who is involved in this space and take steps to reflexively manage their use of Facebook. 
 
All environments, including digital provide various levels of affordances for creative or 
prosaic presentation. As with previous internet technologies, Facebook is an alluring 
medium through which to express one’s self. This is to some extent reflected in the 
accounts of participants both in what they chose to post, and how they construct their 
profile. Carol uses the ‘relationship status’ feature of Facebook to playfully highlight 
important friendships. When populating the relationship status portion of Facebook, a user 
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has several options. Firstly, the field can be left blank; there is no need for a user to select 
a status. Alternatively, a user can select from several options describing their relationship 
status: single; in a relationship; engaged; married; in a civil partnership; in a domestic 
partnership; in an open relationship; it’s complicated; divorced; separated; or widowed. 
When choosing any of the options that would indicate a user is involved with another 
person, Facebook then prompts them to indicate who they are in a relationship with. This 
field can be left blank if needed. Carol has chosen to use this feature to express a part of 
her narrative self, expressed best through her relationship with her friend. When asked 
about her ‘Married’ status, Carol replied: 
 
Hahaha, yeah, it's for immigration purposes! (a friend of mine posted on fb about 
being willing to marry for European citizenship... we figured a fb marriage would 
count as well!)…We met on a hiking trip in Scotland... we talk from time to time and 
I visited her when she was doing her study abroad in Paris. So not extremely 
close…but when we do talk, we get along great. 
 
Interviewer: Do people ever get confused about whether you're actually married?  
 
Carol: They know I'm not actually married... some of them ask what the story is 
though. 
 
This type of self-disclosure reinforces that for the participants in this study they rely on the 
knowledge that their ‘friends’ on Facebook are familiar with their life offline. Relationship 
status like Carol’s relies on the assumption that those who view this will know Carol well 
enough to be in on the joke, or at the very least, understand that it is not true. This is 
something that could not be achieved in a public space. The most explicit example of 
deliberate and performative self-presentation came from Zoe, who stated that with regards 
to photos in particular, she wanted to present her most appealing self. 
 
Oh well you don't want really bad pictures of yourself up there. But I'm more like 
have - I mean obviously my profile picture is like the hottest picture I could find 
of myself, just in case someone's like searching for me. 
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However, she further states that this is in contrast with the rest of her Facebook photos 
and posts, which are less self-consciously performative and more reflective of her life in 
general. 
 
I like to have pictures of events that I've been to or things like that. I'm not huge on 
my own pictures. But as far as identity, like I'll post something about my band. 
Probably something about maybe an event or something with it and going to or 
something that I'm doing. 
 
Other participants have a similar attitude towards photographic representations of 
themselves. For example, Bird does not have a camera with which to upload photos; 
other people upload most of the photos of her. This causes some tensions between the 
image of herself she might want to portray, while at the same time wanting to avoid 
appearing too vain or self-absorbed. 
 
I don't have a camera so i usually don't upload photos myself…but of course you 
can't prevent people from tagging you…I've untagged myself a few times, never 
asked people to remove photos, even if I've considered it a few times. it seems ... i 
don't know, vain? I'm so ugly in that photo, even if the other people look great, 
would you mind removing it for me? 
 
So, while Facebook offers affordances through which individuals can exercise some level 
of control over their self-representation, this is not always within the individual’s full control. 
Thus, some participants such as Sally choose to engage in very deliberate editing and 
construction of her self-representation on Facebook. Sally is conscious that Facebook 
creates an archive of what she has posted; something that she attempts to actively resist 
by limiting what she posts. 
 
I’m conscious of being, or not being, or sitting on the fence of not wanting to be, a 
narcissistic poster who posts every little detail about everything and that has a 
repertoire of every little piece of shit I’ve ever thought that’s permanently in public 
view…I don’t want a backlog of crap of what I’ve written and for everyone to see it 
all the time. I’d rather people communicate with me and get to know me and have a 
conversation with me about something rather than seeing snippets and then judging 
who I am based on that. 
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In order to achieve this outcome, Sally has a somewhat complex way of managing what 
she posts, and consequently her self-representation on Facebook. Sally demonstrated to 
me via her Facebook account, that she arranges her contacts into groups and limits the 
audiences for her posts. Aside from this, she also explained that she deletes posts when 
she believes they are no longer temporally relevant. Some content, such as videos of her 
rapping and various photos remain. This conscious editing of the self may be indicative of 
Facebook’s disembodied qualities, which mean that the self remains present and viewable 
even if a user is not logged into their account. Goffman’s (1959) expressive self-
presentation deals primarily with the interaction order of embodied exchanges, in which 
individuals generally cooperate to achieve the desired outcomes. This process is 
complicated if participants are not embodied and present and may mean that participants 
are unable to cooperate to achieve a desired outcome. Sally’s management of her self-
presentation on Facebook is driven by a desire for friends to get to know her through 
interaction, not via her Facebook profile. This is driven by a concern that others will judge 
her Facebook profile and form an impression that she is unable to control. 
 
Goffman’s emphasis on the orderliness of social interaction, on its scripted and rule 
directed qualities means that some of the messiness of daily life is glossed over or either 
minimally addressed. Similarly, transferring Goffman’s work on the presentation of the self 
is likewise complicated when transferring it to a virtual environment that functions in both 
synchronous and asynchronous ways. Thus, Facebook’s interaction order is not readily 
available to an observer who is not a participant. This is further complicated by the multiple 
modes of exchange on Facebook. Unlike typical face-to-face interaction, interaction on 
Facebook can be achieved in several ways that are not necessarily temporarily located. 
Sometimes there is a considerable delay between someone posting a status and another 
person commenting on it. Additionally, Facebook has mechanisms for private 
communication that may further complicate the visible interaction order; meaning 
interaction we see happening on posts via the news feed. Additionally, for Goffman, 
selfhood lies in the expressive performance of the self; he is less concerned with what is 
not expressive. Understanding Sally’s conscious and deliberate editing of herself, runs 
counter to Goffman’s focus on expressive self-presentation, which focuses on the 
mutuality of impression managed in person. Sally explains that she: 
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Clean(s) up my Facebook and take down any ranty crap because that’s the general 
case when you see someone new or get a new friend request from someone on 
Facebook that you may not necessarily know, you trawl through all their crap to get 
a sense of whether they’re a psychopath. Or you know, whether they’re obsessed 
about some strange new aged cult or like you try and get a sense of them. And I’d 
rather people get a sense of me not through my online presence or footprint, but 
rather through talking with me. 
 
To this end, she has numerous and fairly strict rules about the content she allows to 
remain on her Facebook profile page. 
 
I didn’t used to have a wall and now because Facebook has obliged me to have a 
wall, I do keep it quite limited. I tend to put a time limit on things, unless it’s 
something I purposely want to be permanent. What I mean by that is if I have this 
random you know um this is how I’m feeling about this thing someone said in 
politics status update, I’ll keep that for maybe 3 days and then when I think that it’s 
no longer important, then I get rid of it. But the things I do keep on there for 
example, lately, have been my raps. So you know if someone wants to give an 
image of me from my raps, which are very anti-system fuck the world, but also, like 
I’m clearly not a rapper. 
 
As Facebook offers affordances that Sally does not want, she takes steps to mitigate 
their effects by limiting the extent to which they dictate her self-representations. For 
Sally, her awareness of Facebook’s archival and temporal properties lead her to resist 
them, in order to enable face-to-face self-disclosure rather than that leaving her 
Facebook avatar to speak for her in her absence. Nonetheless, she is aware that the 
lack of content on her page also says things about her. 
 
I think the way that I do it almost to, to such the extent that I do manipulate it I think 
it is creating and identity. And it’s creating an identity of not wanting to create an 
identity, which is an identity within itself. 
 
Over the period I was a friend with Sally on Facebook and able to observe her behaviour, 
her self-presentation became less edited and she no longer appeared to delete posts as 
frequently, if at all. Part of this might be due to the changes in layout and structure of 
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Facebook over the period of observations, which have made tasks such as these more 
difficult to achieve. Alternatively, this could be read as evidence of the unconscious 
self-presentation borne out by regular and sustained Facebook use as discussed earlier. 
Sally demonstrates that while deliberate editing and construction of the self does occur, 
this practice might become less over time. Despite the fact that Sally no longer actively 
deletes posts from her page, her self-presentation is still what I would call ‘edited’. Sally 
posts fairly infrequently, and generally uncontroversial material, which while indicative of 
her tastes and preferences, offer a very small window into her life. Other participants 
such as Eva also articulate that they prefer less, rather than more self-disclosure. 
 
I’m very picky of what people see of me, and the rest is just shrouded in mystery 
and that’s how I like it. I’m just this mysterious person who has been to Europe at 
some point and that’s about it… It’s giving away as much of an identity as I feel 
comfortable with in an online space; even if it’s to people I do know in some 
capacity. 
 
The self, which Eva presents online is necessarily incomplete to facilitate impression 
management that reads across varied audiences. For Joseph, personal information about 
his sexual identity is absent from his profile. 
 
It doesn’t list my sexuality, but that’s more of a thing that I’m trying to hide from my 
parents. 
 
Joseph elaborates that this is not necessarily deceptive behaviour, since leaving out 
details about himself is not the same as lying. 
 
Just because you’re hiding certain photos, doesn’t mean you’re hiding what your 
personality is…We’re all still our own personalities, we just chose to show or not 
show [certain things]. 
 
Limiting the online self is not just about impression management then, but a way to 
preserve the authenticity of other’s knowledge of the self. It is not so much that the self is 
performed (which connotes an active, conscious and creative act), but rather that it is 
edited by consciously deleting or hiding aspects of the self. Deleting and editing is a much 
more passive mode of self-presentation than Goffman’s dramaturgical performances. 
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Deleting and edit can be active, for example editing or deleting a post. It can also be 
understood in the context of Facebook – which asks for so much from the user – as not 
doing. This ‘not doing’ is reflected in Zoe’s account. While Zoe wanted to present the most 
attractive photo of herself as her profile picture, she was quick to add that there is little 
private or personal information to be gleaned from her Facebook page that would reveal 
anything other than her basic characteristics, likes and dislikes. 
 
…there's not a lot of very personal kind of stuff there. So it can be a little bit 
personal. But there's probably some big parts of my life that they don't really get a 
good perception of. That's myself just keeping things private as well. But I think it's 
fairly accurate. You've got age. You can see if they're engaged. 
 
Other participants such as Irene were more reflective about self-presentation and 
identity work on Facebook. They saw it as just another aspect of the unavoidable self-
presentation that occurs in daily life, and by extension occurs when engaging on 
Facebook. 
 
I think that's what you do with your life in general really. It's like the clothing that you 
wear, the music you listen to, the books you read, everything is trying to project this 
image of you really. That's what all the marketing is about. That's why marketing 
people try and sell you all this, you'll be happy if you buy this or that because - we 
buy into that, so definitely a lot of people would try and portray a better image of 
themselves. I think everyone would have deleted a photo that was tagged of you 
where you felt that you looked horrible, like ooh, untag. 
 
Avoidance of the explicitly performative aspects of Facebook includes not publicising 
relationship statuses in order to avoid scrutiny. Learning what to share is often a matter 
of trial and error. For example, Marie decided that she was uncomfortable having her 
relationship status shared with her connections on Facebook. 
 
I used to post it and everybody commented on it. Then I just said well actually, it 
doesn’t concern anyone if I’m single or not. It’s not something that makes me a 
different person. My friends know it anyway… It’s just private life and that’s okay. 
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According to Marie, Facebook does not necessarily offer more ways to realise the self 
through social interaction. The extent to which the self is edited is similar, as someone’s 
relationship or marital status is not apparent or relevant in every situation. The editing of 
the self is differently realised on Facebook when compared to the offline environment. 
While the corporeal self is edited through dress and other body-bound modes of self-
expression, the self on Facebook is edited through deletion, such as untagging photos, as 
opposed to outward expression. The means that conscious self-representation that occurs 
on Facebook is intentionally incomplete, however participants were quick to note that 
these silences do not necessarily mean that it is intended, or easier, to deceive others. 
The mapping of offline social networks onto Facebook also limits the amount of 
misrepresentation that can occur. Joseph stated: 
 
There are certain things I might hide or not put on Facebook, but that doesn’t really 
reflect what my character or personality is. Like in the days before Facebook…you 
could make up who you were but all of these people [on Facebook] know who you 
are anyway I don’t really think you can be someone better than what you are, or 
smarter than what you are. 
 
He further elaborates: 
 
Facebook is a bit more of personalised experience…If you don’t know someone, at 
least you can see a little bit of their life. I know people say on the internet that you 
can be whoever you want to be but I think on Facebook that’s a little bit harder than 
the traditional methods of chatrooms and msn. 
 
For some, such as Marie, the urge to present herself on Facebook is not a priority as she, 
like other participants, indicated that she has other ways of expressing her ‘self’, preferring 
to focus on the utility of Facebook and the web at large. 
 
I think it pretty much depends on how you express yourself. I never used to express 
myself via pretty much outgoing stuff, so - I always dressed funny. I always was a 
weird one in class, so I never needed to find a way to really express myself 
because I was always expressing myself. I never really had the urge to be someone 
else in the web. It was always just a means to communicate. 
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Facebook is not so much a place for self-expression, but a social space where she can go 
if she feels, ‘bored, lonely or whatever’. Although she acknowledged that when you post 
content on Facebook you are presenting “what you want people to see”, this was seen as 
a necessary outcome of interacting with other people, not just those on Facebook. 
 
The Unthinking Script: Conscious and Unconscious Self-presentation 
 
While the self presented on Facebook is inarguably consciously structured, there are also 
unconscious or unthinking elements present as well. This section will firstly deal with the 
more unconscious aspects of self-presentation, and then move on to discuss how 
participants understand and assess authenticity. Just as the self is consciously and 
unconsciously drawn from various sources, the self is also consciously and 
unconsciously presented both online and in face-to-face communication. While 
participants did not perceive themselves as engaged in deliberative performative work on 
Facebook, they nonetheless begin from an understanding that what is presented on 
Facebook is in some ways edited. Within participant accounts there is some tension 
between the conscious and unconscious presentation of the self. The tension between 
the conscious and unconscious aspect of self presentation provides a way for 
participants to judge authenticity by observing patterns of behaviour over time.  
 
In some ways much of the presentation of the self can be understood as unconscious or 
following an unthinking script. Mark (29) is minimal and cautious with his Facebook use; he 
posts less than once a month, and rarely about anything from which a casual observer 
could glean much insight into his private life. He explains that this is a reflection of his 
reserved personality offline as well, as he is habitually cautious about disclosing overly 
personal information. After reflecting on this he laughed and stated: “I am giving away 
more [about myself] than I thought I was on Facebook.”  
 
This admission is theoretically interesting, as much contemporary scholarship references 
Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgical theory when discussing the presentation of the self on 
Facebook. Performative themes are indisputably different in Goffman’s (1959) The 
Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. While this is a key component of his theory, Goffman 
explicitly states in his introduction that his book is concerned with  
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two kinds of communication – expression given and expressions given off and of 
these two I will be primarily concerned with the latter, with the more theatrical and 
contextual kind, the non-verbal, presumably unintentional kind, [emphasis added] 
whether this communication be purposely engineered or not (1959: 4). 
 
He goes on to argue that while some performances may be deliberately constructed to 
present a particular view of the self, the impression given does not necessarily align with 
the impression given off. Thus, Goffman’s primary interest appears to lie somewhere 
between the conscious and unconscious and between what is intended and what is 
received. However, when Goffman’s work is used, the focus is on the performative aspect 
of his theory (e.g. Donath and boyd 2004) and the conscious construction of a desired 
impression (Zhoa et al. 2008) as well as the strategic actions individuals undertake when 
engaging in impression management (Rosenburg and Egbert 2011). Dominant readings of 
Goffman’s work appear to focus on the deliberate actions of actions of self-presentation to 
maintain desired, positive impressions. Goffman’s work is also used with regards to 
privacy settings on Facebook, utilising his metaphor of back and front regions where 
different identities may be shown to different audiences (Zhoa et al. 2008). Livingstone 
(2008) also utilises this aspect of Goffman’s work, but focuses on the potential clash of 
backstage and front stage selves if privacy is not adequately managed on Facebook. The 
examples listed here, are but a few of a dominant reading of Goffman’s work as it relates 
to Facebook, privacy and particularly the performance of the self. 
 
What is lacking in the literature regarding self-presentation on Facebook is an 
acknowledgement of the unconscious presentation of self. That people can, as with 
embodied interaction, ‘give off’ impressions about themselves of which they are not fully 
conscious, is evident in Mark’s reflection about his presence on Facebook. Mark thought 
he was being careful and cautious with his online self-presentation. Over the course of our 
interview, I noticed that Mark repeatedly emphasised that privacy (in general) was 
important to him and his partner. When I noted that this seemed to be reflected in what he 
posted (or didn’t post) to Facebook, he was surprised to realise that despite what he 
thought, he was giving off cues about his personality on Facebook. Indeed, Schlenker 
(2003) argues that in most instances the presentation of the self is automatic, and not 
consciously delivered. While in the first instance self-presentation may be deliberative, for 
example representing oneself in a new workplace, these actions become habits, and thus 
automatic parts of everyday life. 
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Similarly in the first instance, self-presentation on Facebook may be deliberate and the 
initial construction of a profile causes one to consider what parts of the self one would like 
to represent. In this way users can be understood as initially crafting an identity on 
Facebook, and engaging in strategic impression management. When a user creates a new 
Facebook page, Facebook guides the users through various prompts, all of which are 
designed to elicit information about the self on a basic level, such as information 
concerning age, gender and location, as well as a more expressive level such as one’s 
favourite music, television shows and other general interests. Engaging with these 
prompts forces users to consider how much they are willing to disclose. However, over 
time Facebook becomes part of users’ daily routines and therefore engagement on 
Facebook is not unfamiliar enough to prompt continuous, conscious self-presentation. 
Facebook use as a part of daily life is supported in the responses to the structured 
questionnaire. Eighty percent of respondents to the structured questionnaire indicated that 
they logged on to Facebook ‘multiple times a day’. A further 14.5% of respondents logged 
in once a day, with the remaining respondents indicating they logged in 2-3 times per 
week. For 80% of respondents, Facebook use appears to be a habitual part of their 
routine. Schlenker (2003) argues that engaging in conscious self-presentation in routine 
activities is not the norm and argues that individuals often unthinkingly follow self-
presentation scripts after engaging in initial impression management. Sally describes her 
family dynamics on Facebook as following these unthinking scripts of self-presentation and 
interaction. The scripts that play offline also occur on Facebook. 
  
I’m trying to think of examples where things have stood out or surprised me when 
people have posted them on Facebook. When I compare that to whether they 
would have done that in real life, I’m finding that really hard, because most people 
who do, they do that in real life too. So classic arguments that I see on Facebook 
are between my cousin and my uncle…and other random people commenting on it, 
and it’s usually about politics…and then my other uncle gets in, and they have 
these blaring ‘let’s throw food at each other’ fight on Facebook. But I know very well 
if we were to have a barbeque next Sunday lunch they would have to same 
discussion. 
 
When attempting to locate a disjuncture between someone’s self-presentation on 
Facebook, and how they appear offline, Sally (F, 24) struggles, stating that it is “hard to 
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find a surprising example.” This further supports the claim that cues given off on Facebook 
are similar to those that occur offline. Like the offline environment, people may drift in and 
out of conscious self-presentation. Consciously representing the self in all interactions is 
close to an impossible task, and as Goffman (1959) highlights, individuals are not 
necessarily in control of how those impressions are received. As Facebook is part of 
participants’ daily lives it can be argued that interacting on Facebook is not unfamiliar 
enough to prompt conscious self-presentation. 
 
Additionally, Facebook is a unique online environment in that it ties a disembodied self to a 
corporeal form. This means fewer opportunities to construct a radically different 
presentation of the space, as self-presentation on Facebook is attached to a body, “which 
persists over time and is locatable in space” (Slater 1998: 93). This is a stark contrast to 
many previous online environments in which an individual’s self-presentation was not 
falsifiable, as it is not attached to a body that is locatable in space (Slater 1998). 
Therefore, what was presented online was understood as an identity, which is separate 
from the body, which acts as a container or guarantor of the ‘real’ self (Slater 1998). 
Facebook, in part, has undone this dualistic understanding of offline and online selves by 
linking online self- presentation to a real and falsifiable body. The blending of offline and 
online life means others feel more comfortable making inferences about an individual on 
Facebook. This is because they have a larger amount of previous information available to 
them, both via Facebook and face-to-face interaction. The link between Facebook and a 
locatable body is also a limiting or constraining aspect on self-presentation, as interaction 
in a space that contains known others, including friends and family, means that the fluidity 
of self-presentation is limited, and therefore reads as unsurprising, which is congruent with 
the body and self located offline. This aspect will be explored further in the following 
section. 
 
Seeing Patterns: Assessing the Authenticity of Facebook Self-presentation 
 
Interestingly, when participants where asked if they could get an accurate idea of who 
someone was – if it was possible to locate an authentic or persistent self – from a 
Facebook profile, and their activity on Facebook, they all answered in the affirmative. 
For example, Andrea believed that while it might not be immediately apparent who 
someone was, she explained, “over the course of a year or so, you start to see (patterns)”. 
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Conversely, when participants were asked if someone else could get an accurate picture 
of them from their profile and activity, their answers were much more qualified. Andrea 
believes that her profile gives you an accurate picture of her “maybe not in terms of 
shyness or things like that”, but concerning what her interests and likes are. Andrea’s 
understanding that others’ view of her self on Facebook is qualified and limited is in 
keeping with Goffman (1959) who argues that the multiplicity of the self is such that it 
cannot be understood as a unified entity, but rather the self is only apparent when it is 
situationally invoked. However, participants’ responses which indicate that they believe 
that one can see patterns in others’ behaviours over time is much more consistent with the 
unitary view of the self discussed earlier in this chapter. This disjuncture is partially due to 
the internal-external dialectic, which I argue characterises most individuals’ experience of 
their self. Thus participants have a strong sense of their internal world as being private, 
separate and unknowable. The self is not unknowable because it is not unified, but rather 
because there is an aspect of it that is only internally experienced. Similarly, Bird believed 
that her profile gave others an accurate, albeit limited view of her self. She was quick to 
draw a distinction between the parts of her self that are visible on Facebook. 
 
as a 'public' person, yes, they would know my kind of humour, my interests, things 
that annoy me. They probably wouldn't know what i'm scared of, how i see my 
future, what i think about my ex ... 2 sides of the same coin though, it's not like i 
have a split personality or anything. 
 
So like Bird and Andrea, Brendon also believed that only the parts of himself that he 
chooses are visible to others: 
 
People always try to project an image, but you can get to know more about them 
anyways…most people want others to see them in a particular way, and post things 
that will fit that image so if I want to picture myself as a big strong masculine man I 
won't post a picture when I am making faces into the camera with my friends…So 
no photos of me with a mohawk at a punk concert for my teachers or my students. 
 
However, he acknowledges, like the people he observes, he also gives off implicit 
information in his posts, “Why would I be different from anybody else?” The self presented 
on Facebook, while it may be accurate in some respects is still a situational manifestation 
– albeit one that is perceived as less complete by participants. As many participants 
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believed they could assess other people’s claims to authenticity via Facebook, I asked 
them how this could be achieved, given that their own self-presentation was often edited 
and partial. Participants use the structure of Facebook, with its continuous demands of 
self-presentation, as a way to judge other users’ self-presentation for authenticity. 
 
Sean Sheep, for example, who is not really a sheep, never has a bad word to say 
about anyone. Someone I know personally, on FB is always leaping in and 
explaining things to people when really she doesn't know what she's talking about, 
some people always leave nice, kind supportive loving caring messages - in 
between the posts about shoes - so yes - you can tell…So their profile might show 
you one side of their personality, but not others, it's not even about personality, just 
about what you do, what you're interested in. 
 
Participants, it seems, give more weight to the aspects of the self that ‘slip through the 
cracks’. They give more weight to the impressions that are given off, not given. While Sally 
may find it difficult to think of an example where people she knew behaved differently 
online, other participants such as Kathryn state that over time disjuncture between what 
people claim to be and what they do, emerge and that these disjuncture are an important 
way of asserting someone’s authenticity or whether they are projecting an ‘image’. 
Participants understood this disjuncture as an expression of the ‘unconscious’ self. In 
other words despite one’s best efforts to present a particular identity on Facebook 
missteps occur. Kathryn explained that whatever picture one constructs from what 
happens on Facebook, even though it may be accurate it is still necessarily partial. 
 
I notice a lot of people claiming to be something - like an environmentalist - when 
really all they are interested in is weight lifting - or fashion - you know after a time 
you build up an image from their posts. 
 
This was similar to Marie’s experience. While Facebook helped her get to know some of 
her friends better, the perceived inauthenticity of self-presentation online was still a 
constraining factor. 
 
Based on what they posted? Pretty much, depending. Some of them yes, definitely, 
because they’re very outgoing and very sharing. With others I would say I’ve got to 
know them better through chat. From what they post it’s similar to my appearance 
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on Facebook. Nobody can really judge someone on that base because basically 
you can post whatever you like. It’s the web. 
 
So while Marie acknowledged that self-presentation on Facebook was generally 
accurate, the fact that these interactions took place online was seen as limiting to 
authenticity. This is similar to Carol, who likewise acknowledged that getting to know 
someone through what they do on Facebook was still limiting. 
 
So, within certain limits, I think you can get a fairly accurate idea of someone 
especially if they post often and you've been friends for a long time (and even more 
so if you know them in real life as well), but I wouldn't say that you can always get a 
100% accurate picture…I think Facebook content is not that different from what 
you'd talk about with your friends in real life... if I have a friend who's very 
passionate about politics, chances are she'll post about politics on Facebook as 
well and not about sandwiches. 
 
Part of authenticity then lies in Facebook’s ability to link online self-presentation to an 
offline person against which one is able to falsify identity claims. This is similar to Zoe’s 
understanding of self-presentation online. Zoe emphasised that what is visible on 
Facebook is what might be visible to a casual friend or acquaintance, however this does 
not constitute intimate self-knowledge, which still needs to be obtained and disclosed in 
other ways. 
 
I think it's pretty accurate really. They can see the band I've got up there and stuff 
like that. But yeah, it would be a very kind of acquaintance kind of perspective 
though, not like a really close friend kind of perspective, I reckon…Oh yeah. I think - 
yeah, I think so actually. You've got to be a bit perceptive. There was one before 
they [the friend] just posted about shit all the time. Yeah, well, they don't really have 
anything interesting to talk about normally. But having said that, I do know everyone 
who's on my Facebook page pretty well. The exception would be some of those 
more industry kind of contacts where what they're putting out on Facebook would 
be a very self-conscious view of themselves, I believe. 
 
The self presented on Facebook in Zoe’s account is partial and distant but not inauthentic. 
Like Carol, Zoe’s perception of her friends on Facebook was verifiable due to her links to 
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them offline as well. This persistent link to an offline environment enables participants to 
argue that they are able to ascertain someone’s authenticity over time. So, while 
participants acknowledged that the self-presented on Facebook might be as ephemeral as 
the rest of the web this emphasis remained. The hesitancy to fully believe other people’s 
self-presentation on Facebook seems to be tied to the lack of corporeality. This reflects 
previous concerns associated with other earlier internet technologies as highlighted by 
Slater (1998) who argued that virtual identities trigger concerns about authenticity because 
they are not linked to a corporeal form. As Camilla has grown up with disembodied online 
communication in which identities can be fluid and multiple, it is understandable that this 
scepticism is also present in her assessment of self-presentation on Facebook. 
 
Of course anybody can claim to be somebody they're not when they set up an 
online profile... and of course, most people are rather selective about what they post 
online (nowadays even more so than back when I first joined, although that might 
just be an age thing as well)...  
 
This quote re-emphasises Facebook’s embodied qualities. Camilla is reticent about her 
self-disclosure on Facebook, not because she wishes to construct an identity that is 
separate to her embodied self, but because it is constrained by the connections she has 
offline that are also present on Facebook. Like Brendon, Camilla’s capacity for ‘authentic’ 
self-representation is somewhat limited by her friendship circle, as some of her ‘friends’ on 
Facebook are more professional than personal. 
 
Participants believed that while self-presentation on Facebook was partial, and this was 
cause for some wariness, they are still able to locate an authentic self amongst this partial 
representation. I argue that this is because Facebook profiles are not like the disembodied 
avatars of identity that commonly populate the internet. Instead they are linked to a 
falsifiable body that can be located in space and observed over time. 
 
Conclusion 
 
As a space, Facebook urges users to present the total sum of their self. As an object, 
Facebook wants users to include as much information about their selves as possible. The 
demand to present oneself in its entirety is in conflict with how users have constructed 
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Facebook as a social space. Instead, with Facebook as it is linked to a body that is 
locatable in place, time and in relation to other, users must juggle Facebook’s demand for 
self-presentation with considerations of reputational damage. The compromise is that 
participants present an edited version of themselves. This cannot be understood simply as 
an expressive act of self-presentation because participants choose to emphasise the 
instrumental functions of Facebook. Their use of Facebook is conceptualised as a means 
to an end; for example information sharing, making travel arrangements and posting things 
generally categorised as useful or information. 
 
Even though participants were reluctant to understand their interaction on Facebook as an 
expressive act, instrumental posts still carry signifiers of the self. Congruent with this was 
participants’ emphasis on reserving or editing parts of their self-presentation, and choosing 
not to express them through Facebook. This is an important distinction as it speaks to the 
tensions that underlie self-presentation on Facebook. In addition to managing their self- 
presentation in Facebook, which contains diverse types of connections, they also need to 
account for questioning of authenticity and self-knowledge online. 
 
Understanding self-presentation and authenticity through this lens is significant. This 
position recognises self-presentation online, not as a separate act distinct from the offline 
environment, but one that is intrinsically linked to an offline self. The blurring of online and 
offline spheres require participants to negotiate the demands of both environments. The 
particular way in which Facebook blurs online and offline experiences is unique and 
historically unprecedented. 
 
Not only does Facebook’s architecture and composition as a social space make unique 
demands on self-presentation, it also allows participants to create ways to judge other’s 
self-presentation. Participants in this research indicated that they believe a real and 
authentic self was at least partially locatable on Facebook; as they believe that over time, 
one could begin to see patterns in other users’ behaviour that could be read for 
authenticity. As such, participants placed more emphasis on impressions that were ‘given 
off’ not ‘given’. Of particular importance were incongruent behaviours or impressions that 
did not fit with the broader self-presented. As I argue in this chapter, Facebook is unique 
amongst online environments as it links online self-presentation to a body that is locatable 
in time and space. The ability to link self-presentation to a body, a person and an offline 
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existence means that the self presented on Facebook can be falsified against offline 
patterns of behaviour.  
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Chapter 6 
 Agency and Architecture: Constituting 
Facebook as a Space 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter builds on the work of the previous two chapters, which have examined 
friendship and self-presentation as they relate to Facebook. Examining these two 
aspects have allowed me to begin to draw a picture of what type of space Facebook 
might be. For the participants in the present research, Facebook is a place to keep up 
with the movements of friends and others they care about, however it does not 
supplement or replace other modes of interactions, including face-to-face communication. 
Nor has Facebook radically changed the way the participants in this research conceived 
and spoke about their friendships. 
 
Chapter Five examined how participants understood their self-presentation on Facebook. 
The self- presentation practices found in this research were rather constrained and 
participants stated that they perceived the instrumental functions of Facebook (such as its 
ability to effectively share and seek information) were more important that its affordances 
for more expressive self-presentation. In Chapter Five I argued that this is because 
Facebook is unique among online environments because it ties a disembodied presence 
to a real, locatable body through which self-presentation claims can be falsified and 
measured. These findings provide the basis for the argument of this chapter, namely that 
Facebook can be best understood as a parochial space akin to a pre-modern village 
square in which users interact with known and familiar others. This chapter commences 
with a theoretical discussion on de Certeau’s (1984) work concerning the production of 
space, and goes on to examine how this theory is played out, firstly by examining 
Facebook’s architecture and then by examining users’ accounts. 
 
159 
 
In this chapter, I conceptualise Facebook as both a place and a space – an abstract 
space created by capital, rather than an organic space by users for their own purposes. 
The relationship between space and capital is well known (Lefebvre 1991; Gottdiener 
2000). The argument that capital produces physical spaces like shopping centres and 
other infrastructure is not new. This is now readily apparent in the digital realm as well on 
sites like Facebook. While this presents an interesting line of inquiry, further theorising the 
relationship between capital and abstract space online is outside of the scope of the 
argument I am presenting here. The relationship that is at the centre of this chapter is 
between abstract space and those who use it. I argue that abstract space can be resisted 
and re-shaped in similar ways to modern urban environments and that people 
demonstrate agency, as de Certeau’s (1984) ‘walkers’ in reshaping both how space is 
used to ‘get around’, but also in how social relations are formed, maintained, ordered and 
sustained. Further, I seek to clarify what kind of space Facebook is, suggesting that it is 
something other than the public space that writers such as boyd (2011) suggest. 
 Using insights from my empirical work, this chapter discusses how to conceptualise 
Facebook as a space. From this, I argue that it can be usually compared to a ‘village 
square’ where relationships are largely parochial (or ‘homophilic’) and that there is little of 
the public realm or the stranger about Facebook. This is a conceptualisation of Facebook 
that much of the previous literature has not identified. Although Facebook potentially 
gives the comfort of Tönnies’ (1991) gemeinschaft village square, which is increasingly 
missing for many contemporary urban dwellers in late modernity, I argue that Facebook 
does have some important differences from this pre-modern ideal. In Facebook, 
relationships are formed, ordered and sustained by users at the dictates of Facebook’s 
architecture and the reflexive preferences of the user, a process that can be understood 
in terms of de Certeau’s analogy of walking the city. Like the city, Facebook has no 
content of its own whatsoever; those who use the service create the content. Creating a 
place is one matter, but rooms need to be furnished, and cities need to be inhabited 
before one can begin to say substantive things about those places. The creating of a 
social space is dependent on those who use the place and how they chose to use it. In 
this case, users create the ambience of Facebook. 
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The internet: A Space and Place? 
 
From the beginning, the internet has been conceptualised as a space and spatial 
language has been used to describe its qualities. Since William Gibson coined the term 
‘cyberspace’ in his novel Neuromancer and described it as a “consensual hallucination”, 
the internet has loomed large in users’ collective imaginations as a tangible, accessible 
object (Bell 2007: 16-17). Early work by Benedikt (2007) uses spatial language to discuss 
the architecture of cyberspace arguing that it is a physical space within which people 
interact in similar ways as they would with any other place with architectural constraints. 
Similarly, other early work concerning online communities, such as Rheingold (2000), 
reflects a conception of the online sphere as a place. While this place does not exist in 
the traditionally defined corporeal world, the language Rheingold uses to describe 
interacting in virtual communities is the language of movement, of coming and going and 
of destination; a language that does not seem ill-fitting when describing the nature of the 
virtual. In this chapter I argue that Facebook is a place on the internet and as such, it is 
beneficial to examine it and its users’ activities, using theories that explore the 
intersection between architecture and social life. 
 
A useful way to conceptualise this form of space is de Certeau’s theory of spatial 
practices. De Certeau, when examining spatial practices, specifically refers to walking in 
the city, which he argues is a “human text” (1984: 92) that is read from afar by city 
planners and cartographers, but is written by the walkers on the street. Walkers write the 
text of the city without being able to ‘read’ it with the distance and abstraction of a 
planner. The planner experiences the city as a concept, while the walker experiences it as 
a practice of everyday life. Similarly, Facebook can be understood, from afar, in terms of 
its architectural properties; the code through which it is constructed. This is Facebook as 
a concept, an object. Users on the other hand, like the walker in the city, experience it as 
a practice. Space exists as a layer over place, over architecture and for de Certeau the 
social act of walking brings space into being. Space is the social manifestation of physical 
places, which are, in part, shaped by their architecture (de Certeau 1984; Lofland 1998). 
Constituting Space and Place 
 
When categorising Facebook as a space, it is often positioned as a public space. 
Arguments that position Facebook as public draw heavily on media and other 
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communications literature. This position allows scholars to build on previous technological 
theories such as Meyrowitz’s (1985) work on electronic media and place. Users’ agency in 
these spaces is not fully accounted for with these theories. As we know from sociology 
that examines urban spaces, these places are shaped and ordered both by the 
architecture and the subjective experiences and preference of those who use them. The 
internet, and by extension Facebook, are multifaceted technologies which serve a variety 
of complex social needs. Therefore, simply categorising Facebook as a medium may 
foreclose some other theoretical options available. 
 
As with physical architecture, digital architecture shapes interactions although its 
building blocks are different. For example, boyd (2011) builds on the argument of 
Negroponte (1995), explaining that physical architecture is built from atoms, and digital 
environments like Facebook are built from bits. Negroponte (1995) argues that 
digitisation transformed media and information as digitisation means that information and 
media can be easily duplicated and transmitted, creating a different type of public. Boyd 
(2011) identifies these new spaces as networked publics. This is in a similar vein to 
Meyrowtiz’s (1985) oft-cited work on the effect of electronic media on place. Meyrowitz 
(1985) argues that electronic media dislocate people from place both physical and 
social.  
 
This sense of placeless-ness means that all places become similar, erasing previous 
distinction and reducing privacy as previously sheltered ‘backstage’ places are revealed; 
becoming newly public. It is from this presumption that Facebook is conceived as an 
unsheltered public place, a networked public. Although Meyrowitz’s work may be a useful 
starting place for considering the proliferation of electronic media, it implicitly assumes 
that social change stems from technology that is external to society. The ideas that 
technology enacts change on those who use it is a rather deterministic approach (Fischer 
1992), and as previously highlighted does not provide much space for understanding how 
technology and those who use it might be mutually shaping. The sense that individuals 
have some measure of agency in deciding how, when and where they engage with 
technology is somewhat lacking. Technology is also responsive to its user’s desires. This 
is minimally apparent with electronic media such as television. For example, unsuccessful 
shows get cancelled and previously cancelled shows may be returned if an audience is 
particularly insistent. However, digital technologies like Facebook have greater capacity 
for users to exert their agency, and to construct their space as opposed to other electronic 
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media like television. Thus, while media-based approaches like Meyrowitz’s (1985) 
represent important theoretical advances, they are understandably unable to be fully 
applicable to new technologies like Facebook, as this is not the focus of his work. 
 
To date, much analysis of Facebook has neglected to challenge certain assumptions 
associated with space. While some research has interrogated the role of capital in 
creating sites such as Facebook through the lens of privacy and the monetisation of 
personal information (Edwards 2013; Trottier 2013), the nature of the space itself has 
remained largely unexamined. If we are to understand the integration between 
arrangements of place and space as manifest in new technology like Facebook, a closer 
examination of how places are structured, and how they become (social) spaces, is an 
important starting point. Presenting an understanding of Facebook that is not 
technologically deterministic requires exploration beyond some of the previous literature 
used to theorise Facebook. In order to account for users’ agency, I argue that we should 
move beyond scholarship on media and technology to other literature that might 
accommodate a concomitant focus on architecture and users’ agency. 
 
De Certeau (1984) argues that we can understand the relationship between individuals 
and the places they inhabit by examining the practice of walking. Walking through the city 
has three functions. First, it is a “process of appropriation of the topographical system on 
the part of the pedestrian” (de Certeau 1984: 97). Second, it is a “spatial acting-out of the 
place” (de Certeau 1984: 98). Third, “It implies relation differentiated positions, that is, 
among pragmatic ‘contracts’ in the form of movements” (de Certeau 1984: 98). This 
means that the act of walking connects places to each other in ways that are constrained 
by their position within a network of other places. The spatial ordering of things offers 
numerous possibilities that constrain and allow movement in and between spaces. 
However, the act of moving, of walking, means that only a few of these possibilities are 
actualised. Choosing one route of action over another brings these possibilities into being. 
For De Certeau, possibilities are not static, they can emerge and disappear, be moved or 
invented resulting in the act of walking (the ‘doing’ of place) having the ability to transform 
or abandon spatial elements. That is, spatial elements only exist insofar as they are made 
to exist. This is intrinsically linked to De Certeau’s distinction between place and space. 
For De Certau, place is the physical properties of a social space. But as space is social, it 
only exists to the extent that people create it. 
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De Certeau (1984) helps to conceptualise Facebook as a place that is created by planners 
and as a social space that is practiced and produced by its inhabitants. Extending on this, 
Lefebvre (1991) argues that space is represented by producers and practiced by 
users/consumers. Lefebvre further argues that when analysing any type of space we 
should consider “…the dialectical relationship between demand and command, along with 
its attendant questions: “ ‘Who?’, ‘From whom?’, ‘By whose agency?’, ‘Why and how?’” 
(1991: 116). Along with this concept, Lefebvre also make a distinction between organic 
and abstract places. Organic places are those (such as traditional villages), which are 
created by and for their users, and function according to their own social logic3. 
Conversely, Lefebvre (1991) argues that an abstract place is formal and quantitative. It is 
produced by capital and seeks to distance itself from its socially bound context and has 
little room for differentiation based on lived experience, since these places are not 
controlled by their users, but instead by their owners. Given its preordained structure and 
its commercial imperative, I argue that Facebook is an abstract place. It is formal, 
quantitative and produced by capital. However, absolute and abstract are not binary 
oppositions, they can be placed at either end of a continuum. While Facebook can no 
doubt be placed at the abstract end of this continuum, users can and do exercise a degree 
of agency over the ways in which Facebook is utilised every day. To account for this, it is 
useful to return to de Certeau’s understanding of the city-place, to account for individual 
action in these abstract places. Facebook, with its 699 million daily active users 
(Zuckerberg 2013) can usually be compared to a city; it has the volume and scope of a 
mega city in size and diversity. Despite this, users do not experience the other 699 million 
users when they log into Facebook. Therefore, further applying de Certeau’s work on the 
construction of social space to Facebook can provide a framework by which to understand 
how users experience Facebook as a place. 
 
If walking is a “spatial acting-out of the place” (de Certeau 1984: 98), then an 
understanding of how users move within the space is essential. Using de Certeau’s three 
functions of walking, it is possible to map some of the spatial characteristics of Facebook. 
For de Certeau, walking is the process of appropriation, wherein human actors insert 
                                            
3 Traditionally, this was an unreflexive process. However, there are examples of this happening in a 
deliberate way in contemporary places, which are also created by and for users. An example is a 
community garden in which users are reflexively active in the construction of space. 
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themselves (with some agency) into a pre-planned system. The act of choosing a path, or 
‘doing space’, consists of both style and use. Style manifests on a symbolic level, 
referring to the individual’s way of being in the world; it is singular and individualised. 
Use, on the other hand, de Certeau argues, is a social phenomenon in which “a system 
of communication manifests itself…it refers to a norm” (1984: 100). What style and use of 
space have in common is that they are both ways of operating. Style involves processing 
the symbolic; use “refers to elements of a code (de Certeau 1984: 100).” Together they 
form what de Certeau terms a ‘style of use’, which is a way of being and operating as well 
as meshing on particular individual symbolic forms and social norms. This is important to 
note, as it provides a way to differentiate between individuals and social norms or social 
context, while giving each due consequence. 
 
Articulating the relationship between style and use, the symbolic and the practical, 
acknowledges the agency of users in constructing their own Facebook experience, 
while acknowledging Facebook has its own organic norms that also shape and 
constrain behaviour. So, a style of use examines how users get around within the 
architecture of Facebook. Some of these norms are explored below and constitute the 
architectural properties of Facebook. Recognising that the Facebook experience is 
one of agency and structure helps account for the particular ‘style of use’ of 
Facebook. 
 
To further relate this to the non-corporeal realm of Facebook, the architecture of Facebook  
– that is, the way it is designed – has limits that influence users’ subjective experience of 
Facebook. Facebook has certain objective architectural constraints to which all users are 
subjected. It is the object (the architecture of Facebook) that gives rise to the possibility of 
space. Similar to de Certeau’s description of users’ manipulation of spatial organisations, 
users of Facebook may manipulate Facebook in similar, albeit limited, ways. De Certeau 
describes the act of use (or walking) as a place being “neither foreign to them (it can take 
place only within them) not in conformity with them (it does not receive its identity from 
them)” (de Certeau 1984: 101). As with the city, computer mediated communication (CMC) 
can only take place within the confines of the internet, and by extension Facebook. 
However, the architecture allows these actions to take place within, but exists beyond 
them. That is, it is objectively present regardless of who walks its streets. 
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Objective Architectural Constraints: Making Facebook a Place 
 
To understand how users construct social space, the architectural constraints that users 
are working within should be detailed first. From this, I discuss how, by using de 
Certeau’s theory as a basis, we can understand how users move through and experience 
this space. I then argue that while Facebook can be compared to a city in terms of scale, 
the way users act in this space does not align with the public nature of city life. 
 
While the architecture of Facebook has certain objective limits, it is possible to go 
beyond, disrupt or reinterpret these determinants that Facebook – as an object – sets 
on its utilisation (de Certeau 1984). De Certeau argues that the act of walking through a 
space (the urban environment) creates and transforms spatial signifiers into something 
else. The choices made by the walker mean that only a few possibilities out of a 
constructed order are realised; conversely the number of possibilities may be increased 
by taking unexpected routes and limited through prohibitions. That is, taking or not 
taking paths considered accessible or obligatory (de Certeau 1984). Thought of in this 
way, Facebook could be considered to have as many forms as it has users (de Certeau 
1984). 
 
By making these choices, places are made and unmade. The history of the internet, and 
social networking, is replete with such examples of previously well-trodden paths 
becoming neglected, and then abandoned, because the spatial choices made (of where 
to go) have condemned them to inertia and disappearance. Currently, through sheer 
weight of numbers, Facebook has become central to communication for its users. But 
paths are not fixed, and when forgotten, places are unmade through lack of use; the 
spaces within them also fall away. Myspace is an example of this. It is now a non-place 
on the Internet because few travel there anymore. For example, those who linger in 
these non-places, such as Natalie (F, 25), can also get stuck in a social black spot when 
deprived of the incidental social contact that Facebook offers. As Natalie describes 
below, being stuck in a place that no one else visits limited her opportunities to be 
socially engaged. 
 
You know what happened was I got a Facebook page and then never used it. I 
wondered why I had no friends, because no-one ever texted me and no-one ever 
invited me to anything. No-one was really using Myspace anymore. I was like oh I've 
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got no friends. Anyway, one day I saw a friend. She's like oh why didn't you come to 
my party? I was like what party? She's like oh I invited you on Facebook. I was like 
what? Oh yeah, I do have a page. So I went on there anyway and I had like 50,000 
event invitations or whatever and like friend requests and all this stuff. So I was like, 
oh, okay, here's where it is. 
 
So, in the broader context of the internet, Facebook has become increasingly central in 
arranging and sustaining an individual’s social connections as demonstrated by 
Natalie’s account. As more people chose to make Facebook central to the way they 
‘walked’ the internet, those such as Natalie, who were taking other paths inhabited an 
increasingly silent and shrinking social space online; a consequence which translated to 
her offline experiences. So broadly, users who walk the internet turn places like 
Facebook into important social spaces. Not only do users create social space on the 
internet more broadly, they also create social space within particular sites such as 
Facebook. 
 
 As alluded to above, Facebook has its own architecture that users must work within 
which offers both constraints and affordances. These architectural features will now be 
outlined in order to sketch the basic dimensions of Facebook as a place. On a basic level, 
opening a Facebook account requires an email address. While this observation may 
seem basic, it is important to highlight that this is not a requirement for all social spaces 
on the internet. Many IRC chat rooms can be accessed with a screen name that is not 
tied to an email address. More recently the social media site Reddit, which has content 
that spans everything from news to entertainment, does not require users’ screen names 
be linked to an offsite email for verification processes. As observed in the previous 
chapter on self- presentation, processes such as requiring an email address to participate 
on Facebook are part of the ways in which Facebook’s architecture takes steps to link a 
user’s offline self to a body that is locatable in space and time. 
 
Facebook also requires users to input basic details about themselves. All users must 
nominate a name to use on their Facebook profile. Additionally, users are strongly 
encouraged to use real names over pseudonyms so that offline acquaintances can find 
them on Facebook. As an example, when I re-joined Facebook to create an account for 
my observational research, Facebook would frequently send me prompts about the ways 
it preferred me to use my Facebook account. Upon joining, Facebook suggested that I 
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‘find my friends’, fill out profile information, including location, education, marital status, 
age and interests. It also frequently prompted me to share status updates and to interact 
with other people on my friends list by writing on their ‘wall’ (as opposed to sending a 
private message). While I could choose whether or not to follow these prompts, Facebook 
aggressively guides users along preferred pathways. 
 
While some aspects of Facebook are negotiable, others are not. For instance, the 
aesthetics of Facebook are uniform across all users. No matter who the user is their 
profile is shaped in identical ways. When a user logs in, they always see the ‘news feed’, 
a real-time feed of status updates and other activities from those in their friends’ list. To a 
certain extent, users can customise this feed to exclude people from whom they do not 
wish to hear. However, aside from purposely hiding individuals from appearing in the 
new feed, users have little control over what appears when they log into their Facebook 
account. Facebook employs a sorting algorithm to determine what it believes users want 
to, or should, see. Bucher (2012a) explains Facebook employs an automated selection 
algorithm to determine what it thinks is relevant to its users interests which thus controls 
the levels of visibility within Facebook. Bucher (2012a) also explains that Facebook 
treats every item in the News Feed as an object (be it status update, a like or picture 
upload). It then, as people interact with this object, ranks them through a system that 
Facebook calls ‘EdgeRank’ (Bucher 2012a). This rank takes into account three different 
components, which Bucher (2012a: 1167) details as follows: 
 
(1) Affinity. This pertains to the nature of the relationship between the viewing user and the 
item’s creator. Here the amount and nature of the interaction between two users is 
measured. Sending a friend a private message or checking out his or her profile on a 
frequent basis heightens the users’ affinity score to that particular friend. 
(2) Weight. Each Edge is given a specific ‘weight’ depending on how popular or 
important Facebook considers it to be. Therefore, not every Edge gets weighted the 
same. Some types of interactions are considered more important than others. Arguably, 
a Comment has more importance than a Like. 
(3) Time decay. Probably the most intuitive component relates to the recency or 
freshness of the Edge. Older Edges are thus considered less important than new ones.  
 
However, as Facebook currently has a feature where users can pay to ‘promote’ their 
post(s) over other content, it is obvious that paid content is privileged over unpaid 
content. Users also see promoted posts more than they see other more potentially 
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interesting content. Therefore, the architecture of Facebook can shape sociality by 
dictating who views what content via the news feed. This is significant as the news feed 
is positioned as the hub of Facebook. It is via the news feed that most socialising on 
Facebook occurs and is arguably the ‘point’ of Facebook. In these aspects, Facebook’s 
status as an abstract place is most apparent. These functions do not come organically 
from users’ needs, or their own innovations. In fact, some of these changes, such as the 
News Feed were heavily protested when they were first implemented (Arrington 2006; 
Leydon 2006; Schmidt 2006). Subsequent innovations are also often met with resistance 
(e.g. Bunz 2009; Bates and Waugh 2011). As Facebook functions according to its own 
logic most of these protests are futile, and users, instead of leaving the service choose to 
work within these constraints. 
 
Facebook: Public, Private or Parochial? 
 
The spatial characteristics of Facebook as described above have led some scholars to 
argue that social networking sites are a type of public, specifically, a networked public 
(boyd 2011). Boyd (2011) argues that networked publics are publics that have been 
restructured by technology. Boyd also argues that the two main characteristics of 
networked publics are “(1) the space constructed through networked technologies and (2) 
the imagined collective that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology 
and practice” (2011: 39). According to boyd (2011) there is analytical value in 
constructing social networking sites as networked publics. This, boyd argues, allows for 
an understanding of the practices unfolding therein as informed by the particular 
affordances of networked publics and the resulting dynamics. Networked publics have 
properties in common with other types of public as they allow people to gather for social, 
political and cultural reasons. Boyd (2011) argues that the differing architecture of 
networked publics introduce new possibilities for interaction. For example, boyd (2011) 
cites the rise of the micro-celebrity in which niche groups can generate unprecedented 
visibility. 
 
Boyd argues that networked publics are similar to, but distinct from, other types of 
publics. The dynamics of networked publics, while not new, are experienced more 
generally than before. The effects of broadcast media on publics are considered 
in many ways to be parallel to those experienced by those participating in 
networked publics on SNS. Thus, boyd (2011) argues that some of the dynamics 
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of networked publics are an amplification of broadcast media. The dynamics 
identified by boyd (2011) as central to networked publics are: invisible audiences, 
collapsed contexts, and the blurring of public and private. While networked 
publics do not dictate how users interact in them, they do shape participation in 
certain ways. Networked publics are publics that are structured by technology, 
making them ‘simultaneously a space and a collection of people” (boyd 2011: 41). 
Facebook is considered conceptually distinct to other publics because it provides 
ease and durability of membership and is rich in affordances for personal 
expression and connection. Networked publics also compel the average person 
to contend daily with an environment in which contexts habitually collide (boyd 
2011). 
 
The participants in this research did not report experiencing many of the characteristics 
boyd describes as inherent in networked publics: invisible audiences, collapsed context, 
and the blurring of publics and private. Boyd argues that invisible audiences are 
audiences that are not visible or co-present when contributing online. While the issue of 
co-presence is applicable to Facebook (since not everyone will be online at the same 
time), this does not necessarily mean that they are invisible. Markers of their presence 
remain in the form of activity fed through the news feed and users’ lists of friends. The 
blurring of public and private, which boyd (2011) argues, is born out of a lack of control 
over the context. This means that public and private become “meaningless binaries, are 
scaled in new ways, and are difficult to maintain as distinct” (boyd 2011: 49). While 
participants did report a certain degree of ‘context collapse’, which is a lack of spatial, 
social and temporal boundaries between social contexts (boyd 2011), this was because 
participants were aware of and able to see their audiences. This meant that participants 
took steps to configure boundaries in a place where they may be absent. For example, 
86% of participants actively restrict their Facebook profile to ‘friends only’, thus making it 
easier to account for who is present. Similarly, 46% of participants report that they use 
‘lists’ to manage their friends on Facebook, with privacy settings that vary between 
groups. This indicates that public and private distinctions are not meaningless and 
participants actively work to maintain social context. The ‘lists’ function of Facebook 
enables users to keep various social circles separate from each other, and also offers a 
measure of control over the content that is seen by these different groups. For example, 
Matthew (M, 28) a postgraduate student in Hungary reports that: 
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only about 40-50 people see everything that I do…family and people that I meet 
and talk to... well, at least about once a week. 
 
Further, he divides his contacts into: 
 
groups, based on how I know people…and also one for those who are really close 
to me…and if I share something I decide whom it may concern and who might be 
interested - so that I won't flood the people I know from soccer games with my 
political ideas, etc. 
 
Far from managing an invisible and unknowable audience in the public realm, Matthew is 
carefully arranging and segmenting his social world on Facebook. Part of this care is due 
to his competing social roles. In addition to being a postgraduate student, Matthew also 
teaches at a university, and has in the past had issues with the distinction between his 
students and his friends. So now, he takes extra care to create his own style of use that 
helps him avoid the context collapse described by boyd. In de Certeau’s terms he is 
‘walking the city’ and exerting agency within Facebook’s architectural constraints to create 
a ‘style of use’. For Matthew, public and private are not blurred, with clear distinctions 
made between intimate social relationships and looser acquaintance type-connections. 
Joseph (M, 26) also reported managing his social world on Facebook, but using the ‘lists’ 
function of Facebook to create unique spaces only accessible to certain people within his 
Facebook accounts. Joseph, like many others, finds Facebook brings people from different 
areas of his life together in ways that have the potential to be uncomfortable. Not only 
does Joseph have to manage family and work contacts, he also experiences a degree of 
temporal collapse, as he is friends on Facebook with people he no longer sees regularly in 
person. Joseph explains that… 
 
…Family and past history friends and maybe people who have a connection to 
my family all go in a limited [list] straight away. Work friends go into limited view 
straight away cause there’s certain albums maybe…things that people you work 
with don’t necessarily need to see. I don’t have anything against adding some work 
friends on Facebook…but I definitely put them in limited view. Then all my close 
friends…people I have proper and current relationships with or a lot more 
trustworthy relationships with I’ll give them full access. 
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So if users like Joseph and Matthew are exerting a measure of agency in a place like 
Facebook to resist some of the dynamics that boyd sees as inherent in the architecture, 
how do we account for the resultant space and understand what type of space it might 
be? In addition to de Certeau’s (1984) understanding of how space is produced, 
Lofland’s (1998) work, which also examines how urban spaces are shaped in socially 
contingent ways, provides a useful framework from which we might be able to 
understand what type of space Facebook might be. Lofland (1998) examines the various 
social realms of the city, and in addition to de Certeau (1984), provides useful way to 
understand Facebook. Following Hunter (1985), Lofland identifies three realms: private, 
parochial and public. These realms are described as having the following characteristics, 
starting with the private realm, which is... 
 
...characterised by ties of intimacy among primary group members who are located 
within households and personal networks, and the parochial realm (or order) as 
characterised by a sense of commonality among acquaintances and neighbors 
who are involved in interpersonal networks that are located within communities 
(1998: 10). 
 
Lofland defines the public realm as the world of “strangers” and the “street” (1998: 10). 
More locally, the private realm contains household, friend and kin networks, while the 
parochial realm contains neighbourhood, workplace and acquaintance networks 
(Lofland 1998). In Lofland’s typology, a parochial space is characterised “by a sense of 
commonality among acquaintances and neighbours who are involved in interpersonal 
networks that are located within ‘communities’” (1998: 19). As with physical space, the 
parochial and public realms can often overlap. For example, a neighbourhood in the 
city may be a parochial realm as inhabitants know each other and share a sense of 
commonality. This definition sits comfortably with de Certeau’s (1984) theorising of 
space, because for Lofland, space is also social. While de Certeau accounts for how 
space might come into being through the actions of individuals, Lofland provides a 
typology for characterising the spaces that result from these actions. Using Lofland’s 
terminology provides analytical clarity to a discussion often crowded by fuzzy and 
porous permutations of the word ‘public’.  
 
There was little doubt amongst participants interviewed in this research about the 
status of Facebook as a place. Facebook is not private; but likewise it is not public in 
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the traditional sense either (open or visible to all). Instead, participants described 
Facebook like a parochial space: social in nature, but one in which they exerted 
control as they saw fit. A lot of this constraint was focused on controlling what 
information was shared. Sage (F, 31) explains that she limited her sharing due the 
broader range of personal relationships that are present on Facebook. She stated…. 
 
…I think if I really culled my Facebook back to a small group of people, I'd share a 
lot more on there than I do. I actually share a lot less on there than I would like to 
because of that reason. 
 
Exercising this type of care when communicating on Facebook is in keeping with 
Lofland’s characterisation of parochial spaces as containing neighbourhood, workplace 
and acquaintance networks. Participants exercised care when conducting themselves 
in this space as indiscretions have the potential to cause reputational damage. In 
addition to having friends and family connections on Facebook, Sage also used 
Facebook to promote her business, which also influences what she chooses to 
disclose on Facebook. This is similar to Carol (F, 23) who is aware of the possibility of 
misalignment with others who may be on Facebook. As Facebook is a parochial space 
one cannot assume that others necessarily share one’s beliefs and values even though 
they may be familiar. 
 
I probably wouldn't post something like "Carol enjoyed dancing naked at the party 
last night" because I know that, for example, some of my teachers are on fb as 
well… 
 
Due to the interconnection typically present in the parochial realm of Facebook, users like 
Carol feel that they need to be somewhat circumspect with what they post. The parochial 
realm involves known people as opposed to the ‘stranger’ encountered in the public 
realm. Users are unlikely to encounter ‘the stranger’ or ‘the other’ on Facebook. However, 
like all social territories, categorisations are not absolute and exist on a continuum 
between the parochial and public realm. In the city, an encounter with the stranger is an 
encounter with another unknown individual that prompts us to account for difference. 
However, on Facebook as most users only add people they’ve met, an encounter with an 
unknown person is unlikely or can only happen by engaging on public pages. Responses 
to the structured questionnaire indicate that 61.1% of respondents had met everyone on 
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their friends list face-to-face. Of the other 38.9% of respondents who had not met 
everyone face-to-face, these respondents gave explanations that they “… often also add 
friends of friends for game-playing”. This indicates that their Facebook friends are not 
total strangers, but rather exist on the edges of their parochial space. The practice of 
adding strangers was not widely reported in qualitative interviews and when asked, 
participants indicated that it was only one or a handful of contacts on their friends list 
friended for social gaming or from other internet-based interest activities. 
 
While participants may not encounter a stranger, such as one would on a city street, 
encountering unwelcome, surprising or offensive opinions from people within 
acquaintance networks was common. Bird (F, 29) gives an example of such an 
encounter. 
 
For example, a guy I don't know too well (he couch-surfed at my place for 3 or 4 
days) but thought was good company recently started posting quite extremist anti- 
Palestinian and anti-Muslim videos, links and comments, to the point that I thought 
of unfriending him because I found it offensive…I didn't, I saw others making the 
comments that I would have wanted to write, and get involved in long nasty 
discussions and I didn't feel like getting involved in a flamewar…if it had been a 
good friend I probably would have done it, but he's not important enough to me to 
increase my risk of stomach cancer. 
 
So, while Facebook may be largely homophilic space in the sense that users tend to 
interact with others like themselves, homophily is influenced by a variety of factors such 
as personality type, gender, and interests as well as structural factors such as occupation 
and socio-economic status (McPherson et al. 2001). A homophilic space is a way of 
explaining the tendency of individuals to form relationships and cluster with those like 
themselves. According to Lofland’s(1998) typology, if Facebook is a parochial space it is 
unsurprising that social networking sites like Facebook exaggerate the effects of 
homophily as the structure of SNS primarily facilitates connections between people who 
also share an offline connection (boyd and Ellison 2007; Ellison et al. 2011). The 
homophilic ‘bubble’ is intensified as individuals who share similar characteristics become 
visibly connected in one space. Unlike other online spaces, SNS users’ identities are 
frequently anchored in shared relationships, institutional affiliations and physical 
proximities in a way that mirror the offline networked aspects of people’s lives (Hargittai 
174 
 
and Hsieh 2011). Consequently, Facebook facilitates interaction with known people. 
Some participants articulated an awareness of the tendency towards homophily, and its 
possible problematic effects. Bird, a female postgraduate student, gave an example of a 
situation that disrupted the relative uniformity of her Facebook feed. Ultimately, Bird 
concluded that the disruption was a positive thing, as it broadened the scope of her social 
world. 
 
Bird: yes, although I don't see much of him [an acquaintance with views that 
she felt were racist] with the new Facebook (which I don't like) I decided not to 
unfriend him because I'm uncomfortable with how much Facebook allows you 
to live in your own world…it's not only Facebook, also the kind of newspaper 
you read, the websites you check, the friends you have. it's easy to avoid 
being confronted with any opinion other than your own and I didn't want to 
give in to that…he's a piece of a puzzle with a different picture. 
 
Despite this, Bird noted that she no longer sees as much of this person, due to the 
enforced homophily of Facebook, reinforced by its sorting algorithms (Litt 2012). Even 
though friends’ lists on Facebook may be diverse, the architecture of Facebook itself 
limits visible diversity. This means that people are less likely to encounter the kinds of 
public interactions that conflict with, or expand, immediate choices of taste, culture and 
opinion. The extent to which the tendency towards homophily can be reflexively resisted 
is still open to discussion. However, it is generally accepted that voluntary social 
relationships tend to be homophilic by their very nature as they are based on affect and 
similarity. Few people choose to enter into voluntary social relationships with those very 
dissimilar to themselves (Mcpherson et al. 2001). As demonstrated in the above example 
this does not mean that Facebook erases all differences. 
 
Spatial Translucence 
 
Since Facebook encapsulates more than just close friendship connections, revelation 
about taste and opinion via Facebook may burst its seemingly homophilic bubble. Given 
that Facebook is focused on mapping individuals’ social relationships, it is unsurprising 
that the inclination of individuals to form relationships with those like themselves is 
reflected in this space. In addition to Facebook’s homophilic nature, the architecture of 
Facebook is also characterised by what I term spatial translucence. The term spatial 
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translucence is an attempt to account for the mundane, jarring and sometimes disruptive 
glimpses into neighbouring parochial spaces that Facebook affords users. More 
specifically, spatial translucence describes the way in which spaces are separate from 
each other, but still visually connected. That is, some aspects of other spaces are visible 
to those outside. The way Facebook is designed means that users often glimpse into 
adjacent spaces. However, these glimpses are often partial, distorted and 
decontextualised similar to looking through frosted glass. For example, the image below 
is an example of this spatial translucence. Although I am a friend with M on Facebook, I 
am not a member of Grognard’s Ghost Division (a group). Facebook enables me to see 
some of what happens in this group, because my ‘friend’ M has commented on a photo. 
As access to this group is restricted, I am unable to see further than this, and the post 
itself is stripped of context. Thus I get a small glimpse into an adjacent space, not through 
intent, but rather through a quirk of Facebook’s architecture that sometimes renders 
scraps of information visible across parochial spaces. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3: Spatial translucence in action.  
 
Adapting from De Certeau (1984), this mirrors the act of walking and it situates space in 
relation to each other, although this is partial, and not unobstructed. Despite its utility, 
De Certeau’s example of walking the city has its limitations in this context. However, as 
demonstrated in the above example, glimpses into other spaces help situate them (and 
the individuals who use them) in relation to each other. Consequently, Facebook’s space, 
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instead of being characterised by the movement between spaces can be understood by 
the characteristics of its architecture. Accordingly, Facebook can be defined by its 
translucent, not fully transparent qualities, which obscure and reveal differentiated 
positions. While some glimpses into adjacent parochial space may be small and 
mundane, others are more socially significant. Socially significant disclosures help define 
Facebook as a social space. As space is socially constructed, characteristics are 
determined by what people do in that space. Thus, admissions of personal details in a 
parochial space help reinforce its status as parochial. For example, for Sally (F, 24), 
Facebook’s parochial status is reinforced when too many private details are presented 
causing reputational damage. Below, Sally describes an inappropriate use of Facebook to 
emphasise to me some of the boundaries she places on her Facebook use. Using 
Facebook to reveal private and intimate use of one’s private life was presented as 
unsavoury and scandalous; precisely because it contravenes what Sally perceive to be 
usual and acceptable use of Facebook. 
 
Inappropriate use of Facebook as a public forum: announcing that you’re 
pregnant, tagging your not-so-structured partner, that he is the partner. Having a 
huge public fight [about it] on Facebook, [then] returning to Facebook a couple of 
months later, with him saying, “I thought you had an abortion.” And then having 
another rant about that in a public space, and then eventually, she did have an 
abortion...It was very public… The guy ended up finding out that she got pregnant, 
and later had an abortion via Facebook. Like, his friends would have seen it before 
he did…he doesn’t check Facebook much. 
 
When discussions such as these that belong in the private realm occur in a parochial 
space, they have the potential to do reputational damage, as the parochial space offers 
none of the anonymity of the public realm. Thus, the use of Facebook as a social space 
further helps define what type of space Facebook is. The example above demonstrates 
that the ‘proper meanings’ of Facebook as a parochial space, can be disrupted or 
contested through use. 
 
Configuring Parochial Space as a ‘Village Square’: Gemeinschaft and 
Reflexivity 
 
177 
 
As discussed above, Facebook can be conceptualised as a parochial space constructed 
by users in the context of pre-ordered architecture. This architecture is built with the 
explicit purpose of facilitating “the digital mapping of people's real-world social 
connections…in a trusted environment” (Facebook.com 2013). Thus, the core purpose of 
Facebook is to enable online sociality in a way that mirrors what may occur offline. What 
the architects of Facebook have created is a place where users can go to keep abreast of 
what is happening in their social circle. Taking the idea of parochial space further, the 
metaphor of the traditional, or pre-modern, village square is a useful metaphor. In a world 
where networks are more widely spatially distributed, less coherent, with fewer 
overlapping affiliations (Urry 2003), Facebook represents a consolidation of these 
networks in one social space. Facebook shares significant characteristics as a social 
space with a village square. When I speak of the village, I am referencing something 
similar to what Tönnies (1991) describes as gemeinschaft. Tönnies (1991: 300) defines 
gemeinschaft as a “lasting and genuine form of living together.” Pre- modern communities 
are characterised by an emphasis on place-based solidarity; without the space they 
occupy they would not exist (Hull 2011). This place-based solidarity allows for frequent 
contact with known others. One does not have to imagine who might inhabit the village, 
because they are known. As such, long-standing and sentimental relationships dominate. 
In contrast to the transience that often characterises relationships to space and place in 
late modern life (Bauman 2000), the village square is a place of stability and continuity. 
The village square, like Facebook contains work, kin and acquaintance connections in 
addition to more intimate relationships. These relationships can function to reinforce 
homophilic networks and connections. Additionally, as a social space they both contain 
similar social actions serving as a site of gossip, observation and participation in social 
activities. Like the village square, interacting in the space of Facebook requires a certain 
amount of caution in order to avoid reputational damage. 
 
Facebook represents a different manifestation of the village square as users can 
practice self-censorship, strategic disclosure, and very selective engagement. 
Conceptualising Facebook as a ‘village square’ brings together several concepts that 
are regularly used in the literature on socially mediated communication. One such idea 
is that of the ‘imagined audience’. This concept traces its roots to Goffman’s work on 
self-presentation. However, it is specifically concerned with self and interaction in 
mediated environments (Goffman 1959; Litt 2012). The imagined audience is what 
individuals imagine themselves to be communicating with in a mediated 
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environment (Litt 2012). This concept is largely dependent on the idea that in mediated 
situations the audience to which one is communicating is unknown or difficult to 
determine, making the performance of self and impression management a more 
complex and conscious task. 
 
Previous research examining Facebook has assumed that the contextual framework 
through which social performances are shaped and understood is lacking (e.g. 
Papacharissi 2012). This is primarily because Facebook allows users to sustain a greater 
number of connections than they otherwise would. This means that they are unable to 
imagine their audience. Litt argues “the size, composition, boundaries, accessibility, and 
cue availability of our communication partners during everyday interactions make it nearly 
impossible to determine the actual audience” (2012: 332). This argument relies on the 
idea that the audiences available through social media are more diverse, and thus more 
complicated to negotiate than ever before. It also assumes that there is a cognitive limit to 
the number of people of which an individual can be conscious at any given time (Dunbar 
1992) meaning that although participants on social networking sites such as Facebook 
have lists of potential audience members available to them, they are cognitively unable to 
account for them. As previously noted, all users in the sample added people to their 
Facebook that were, in some way, previously socially known to them, even if they had not 
met face-to-face. Further, users acknowledged that having different social circles on 
Facebook influenced what they posted, indicating that users are, in fact, cognitively able 
to account for those who they befriend on Facebook. For example, when asked how 
having different social circles might influence what is posted on Facebook, Bird explained: 
 
I'm more careful about personal things…anything specific about 
love/relationships, more personal "I'm not doing too well" posts, ...I 
remember my msn status updates a few years ago and they were very 
personal, I'm much more controlled now, but might also have something to 
do with the offset of puberty of course...I also try not to post things that 
could be misunderstood by people who don't know me well…basically 
everything I post are things that I wouldn't hesitate to say in a bar with a 
group of acquaintances. 
 
This demonstrates an awareness of others present in the village square and the potential 
for reputational damage if behaviour on Facebook is inappropriate. Far from struggling to 
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account for an invisible audience, this demonstrates that users are in fact aware of the 
diversity of those they are speaking to and attempt to account for it. For example, for Bird, 
the management of the space happens in two ways. Firstly, Bird selectively adds friends 
to Facebook, and carefully adjusts her privacy setting. Secondly, in managing disclosure, 
Bird compares Facebook to a parochial space (a bar) and adjusts her behaviour 
accordingly. In this instance the bar described by Bird is parochial as it fits with Lofland’s 
characterisation of parochial spaces as containing acquaintance networks. By imagining 
her audience is more distant than close, Bird effectively manages her online behaviour to 
avoid the tensions other authors have identified as being inherent to mediated publicness 
(Baym and boyd 2012; Litt 2012). While misalignments in audience and content do occur 
and incur negative consequences, these are perhaps overstated in popular media and 
perhaps occur less frequently than assumed or reported. Likewise other participants, 
instead of imagining all of their audience, imagine a segment of it, and use that as a 
yardstick for what is and is not acceptable in this setting. Sally describes her strategy this 
way: 
 
I’m friends with my mum on Facebook. Anything I don’t want my mum to see 
shouldn’t be [posted] on Facebook. And I was also dubious at the start of having 
people from work on my Facebook, and I still am, it depends on the context and 
the people….So those sorts of people, and because of the professional context I 
don’t want you know, a picture of me being a slut, getting drunk on there. Not that 
that ever happens, but that’s an example. 
 
The idea that the online sphere makes the audience unknown (boyd 2006; Litt 2012), 
over- simplifies complex and contextually bound practices and does not really account for 
the ways in which Facebook is designed to foster familiarity among known acquaintances 
rather than publicness. 
 
Facebook allows users a level of control over the parochial space not usually afforded by 
the village square. This level of reflexivity is what distinguishes Facebook from Tönnies’ 
(1991) village square. Facebook is a post-modern reconfiguring of pre-modern social 
arrangements. Urry (2003) argues that the mobility that characterises later-modernity 
produces new social spaces, and along with this, new forms of social life. Facebook can 
be considered to be a product of various forces that have been heightened in late 
modernity, with mobility and technological acceleration chief among them. However, as 
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previously demonstrated, Facebook is a parochial space which largely contains the 
familiar. Thus, in some ways Facebook is a return to gemeinschaft (community). For 
Tönnies, the pre-modern gemeinschaft was the only way for an individual’s essence as a 
social being to be fully realised. Tönnies’ gemeinschaft was dependent on kinship ties 
and common social norms. This is similar to Durkheim’s concept of mechanical solidarity 
wherein society is held together by the interdependence of its parts. In Tönnies’ 
gemeinschaft the necessity of the interdependence is intimate, necessary and located in 
place, not functional and relational. Tönnies argued that all social relationships are 
created by human will, but the social relationships described by Tönnies are not what 
contemporary sociologists would call voluntary social relationships. Instead they are 
involuntary social relationships characterised by locality, kinship, religion and a collective 
relationship to the land that necessitates collective cooperative action (Tönnies 1991). 
 
It is not these elements of gemeinschaft that are at work on Facebook; what Tönnies is 
describing pre-dates the move towards individualism that characterises the late modern 
context. That is not to say that there are not elements of locality, kinship and common 
religious belief present on Facebook. However, as the late modern context is defined by 
differentiation, not commonality, these are not its central qualities. Instead, Facebook 
constitutes a reflexive re-doing of some of the other social characteristics of 
gemeinschaft. Specifically, Facebook helps facilitate incidental social contact, which 
Tönnies argues is central in maintaining affective social relationships like friendship since 
it provides digitally what Tönnies calls “proximity of habitation” (1991: 300). Proximity of 
habitation fosters “inurement to and intimate knowledge” (Tönnies 1991: 300) of others in 
the village. Indeed, the ability of Facebook to help participants get a (partial) view of their 
‘friends’ (and friends’ lives) was often mentioned as one of Facebook’s better qualities 
and was part of offline conversation. Camilla (F, 30) explains,  
 
Well, we’ll see what’s happening to other people’s lives. When I meet with 
other friends, we just talk about Facebook posts and did you see her posts? 
Did you know that she’s travelling? It’s not bad gossip. It’s just something to 
talk about. 
 
For many participants, the primary attraction of Facebook is its constant social hum. 
Indeed, Ellison et al. (2014b) found that Facebook serves a similar function to gossip as 
it allows users have an ambient awareness of what it happening in their networks. 
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Zuckerberg (2013) acknowledges that this awareness of what is happening in social 
networks is important to users stating that, “Being ambiently [sic] aware of what’s going 
on is I think a very valuable thing.” Zuckerberg (2013) further went on to say that 
Facebook would attempt to facilitate this ambient awareness in further product offerings. 
This further supports the characterisation of Facebook and as a reflexive reimagining of 
the pre-modern village square. Like the village, Facebook is a way to quickly find out 
what is happening with little effort; much like visiting a village square. 
 
Camilla: I think it’s because it’s a way of knowing what’s happening. 
Especially when I get very busy with uni, then it’s a good way of knowing 
what’s going on, what’s happening around. 
 
However, unlike the pre-modern village, which was small and geographically contained, 
Facebook connections may be dispersed over long distance. Facebook functions in a 
similar way to a village square because it has the ability to locate these diverse 
connections into a persistent, although disembodied social space. Despite Facebook’s 
village-like qualities, its beneficial social hum can be acquired without compulsory 
engagement. Unlike engagement in the village square, which is compulsory due to 
corporeal presence, users on Facebook can choose whether or not to make themselves 
‘visible’ in the space to a certain extent. Profiles remain visible whether a user is on 
Facebook or not, but posting and being seen to be online through the IM function are all 
negotiable aspects through which users can resist Facebook’s push to sociality. 
Individuals can also choose to not interact on Facebook at all as, unlike the village 
square, it is not a compulsory space. The village square is a compulsory parochial space 
because, unlike Facebook, it is impossible to disguise or hide one’s presence and 
participation. Being in a village square means being corporeally present, regardless of 
whether one is participating or not. Facebook does not have the same demands of 
corporeal presence. Facebook users can disguise their presence by not engaging in 
active use, such as posting, responding to and liking status updates. Additionally, users 
have the option to become invisible on Facebook’s IM function and not respond to 
private messages. Many users take advantage of this, with Irene (F, 31) stating, “I'm 
usually invisible.” Additionally, Sage chooses whether she wants to be visible or not 
depending on whom she may be speaking to. However, she prefers to be visible 
explaining, “No, I always leave it on unless someone annoying starts talking to me and I 
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pretend that I go offline.” So, while a user may be logged into their account and using 
Facebook, their presence is not noted or recorded by others who are also in the space. 
 
Additionally, the architecture of Facebook enables users to control the composition of 
their village square, and pick a safe pathway through potentially problematic social 
situations. Again, this is reminiscent of de Certeau’s description of walking the city and 
provides a language with which to describe a user’s agency within Facebook’s 
architecture. Although Facebook is parochial, Sally is also generally careful and reflexive 
regarding what she chooses to share. In fact, some participants prefer to disclose as little 
information as possible. Content that could be read as statements of taste is carefully 
curated. Sally’s strategy for managing this content is to remove it after a short time. 
 
I tend to put a time limit on things, unless it’s something I purposely want to 
be permanent. What I mean by that is if I have this…this is how I’m feeling 
about this thing someone said in politics status update, I’ll keep that for 
maybe 3 days and then when I think that it’s no longer important, then I get 
rid of it. 
 
In addition to being able to reflexively manage content on Facebook, which is a form of 
agency, Facebook also provides a place where people can go to be social whether 
actively or passively. Eva (F, 25) uses Facebook socially, regularly commenting on and 
liking friends’ status updates. She also uses its events’ functions to organise and 
participate in offline social activities. However, since 2010 Eva has not posted any of her 
own status updates. Initially, this behaviour was born out of a desire for privacy: 
 
I stopped posting because I was coming back from the UK with my tail between 
my legs kind of thing. I didn’t want people to know what was going on. I let a few 
choice people know and that was all…I have no intentions to post again anytime 
soon. Next year, it’ll be 3 years since last posting… 
 
Facebook is a flexible medium, and this is borne out by Eva’s accounts. Ignoring the 
prompts of Facebook’s architecture that push her towards sharing and sociality has 
not cost Eva much socially. This is what de Certeau (1984) would term an ambiguity 
within the structure. Not posting personal status updates requires ignoring every 
prompt that Facebook presents when logging in, as well as generally held social 
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etiquette that sharing on Facebook needs to be at least minimally reciprocal. Eva 
estimates that “I’ve lost only 15-ish friends over that three year period from not 
posting. Not bad really.” Eva says she will probably start using Facebook more 
actively, and reflexively, in the future as it is potentially useful to her future career 
path. She states that she will probably use Facebook more “if I get into medicine – a 
lot of stuff appears to happen via Facebook when it comes to med study.” 
 
The flexibility that Facebook offers for a participant is distinctly different from the village 
square in which failure to participate would be more acutely noticed, or even 
sanctioned. On Facebook, one can engage or observe as needed, but the place 
remains; it is a consistent and reliable structure that facilities impromptu socialising. 
This is something that has been diminished in wider western society by the decline of 
localised third places where people can come and go and happen upon each other 
and has long been an issue of concern (Oldenburg 1989; Putnam 2001). Oldenburg 
(1989) in particular argues that the places between home and work (third places) are 
where communities find their life and vitality. Oldenburg (1989: 6-8) believes that the 
lack of social cohesion in contemporary society is caused by the lack of place centred 
communities. In response to this, some have argued that technology creates a new 
third space for hanging out (boyd 2007). By (re)creating a parochial realm, Facebook 
may represent a step back towards some of the affordances of third places like the 
village square. 
 
Rather than bestowed through birth and kinship, this village is intentionally created and 
reflexively ‘curated’ by the user to meet varied social and relational needs and 
obligations. Thus, as a curated social space, the act of ‘being public’ necessarily takes on 
a more reflexive nature. Like the village, Facebook is a consistent and reliable structure 
where participants can engage or observe as needed. It is a place to go where others will 
be, to share and obtain communal validation. However, social obligations, technical 
structures, and corporate interests mean the village, which controls, shapes and 
sometimes problematises our friendships is not fully within our control. The lack of control 
is not unique to Facebook, since individual inhabitants did not control the village 
environment either. But, unlike the village, norms on Facebook are abstract created by 
the creators and controllers of Facebook, as well as organic. Even the ritual of posting a 
birthday greeting to someone on Facebook was challenged by some participants, which 
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tacitly acknowledges that some of the sociality on Facebook is directed by its 
architecture, as demonstrated by the recreated status update below. 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4: Zoe removing her birthday information 
 
Zoe’s birthday is in January, not February, which underscores the importance of not 
giving or making public certain birthday information on Facebook in an endeavour to 
reclaim the authenticity and genuineness of birthday greetings. While claims may be 
made about technology as the “architect of our intimacies” (Turkle 2011: 1), small acts 
of resistance, such as the one pictured above, mean that intimacies can be reclaimed. 
This is contrary to Turkle’s (2011) claim that social networking sites leave users socially 
impoverished in the long run, as participants did not conceive their use in these terms. 
Sociality on Facebook operates in addition to, not instead of, other forms of social 
connectedness. 
 
Sally: For example if you’re at work and you want to take a break, but 
obviously you can’t go and have a cup of coffee with someone, you can go, 
hmm you know, what’s going on in the lives of my friends. Oh look! Social 
person. So absolutely, fundamentally it’s a social thing it’s a good way, you 
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know if I feel like being social, what’s going on? That sort thing, it’s just the go 
to place, and then you know, because you’re friends with people who in some 
area or another you have something in common with the things they post are 
generally interesting…there’s always something going on. 
 
This assessment of Facebook aligns with previous research on mobile phone usage, 
which has suggested that technological advances and social practices co-evolve to 
reconfigure, as opposed to speed up (or supplement) the lived experience (Wajcman 
2008). Indeed, Zoe equates her Facebook use with mobile phone use, demonstrating 
that Facebook is integrating with previous social and technological patterns/practices. 
 
Zoe: It's like you want to know if someone's talking to you and stuff. It's like 
being a little bit social. It's like checking your phone for text messages. Like 
oh, has anyone got anything to say to me today? Or is anything happening 
with this event and stuff? 
 
Hence, while users may be able to engage in a reflexive reimaging of some of the qualities 
of a pre-modern village, Facebook’s status as an abstract space means that users’ 
sociality is shaped by Facebook’s formal, quantitative characteristics; the code that 
constitutes its architecture. 
 
Conclusion 
 
According to Mark Zuckerberg (2013), Facebook’s mission is to make “the world more 
open and connected.” Given this vision, Zuckerberg created a platform that is designed to 
facilitate open sharing and create, as boyd (2011) identifies, a networked public. The 
results of this research show that users work with, and within, Facebook’s affordance to 
share in ways that suit them. Further, they use Facebook in a way that makes sense to 
them, and sometimes, as discussed in the chapter this means ignoring or resisting 
Facebook’s prompts to share and connect. Zuckerberg’s characterisation of Facebook 
would be what de Certeau (1984) would call a ‘proper meaning’. As words have ‘proper 
meanings’ places do too. However, regardless of an architect’s intent it is difficult to obtain 
proper meaning in the current use of space. This is because the act of using a place, of 
being in a place, of walking through it manipulates spatial organisation and creates 
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ambiguities within the structure. Facebook, as a parochial space, as the village square 
reimagined represents these ambiguities. Arguably the (re)creation of an intimate 
parochial sphere is out of step with Zuckerberg’s stated desire to make the world more 
open and connected. Instead it has been created by how users ‘walk’ Facebook and 
create their own style of use.  
 
Therefore, understanding Facebook as a place and a space requires more than relying 
on a public/private dichotomy. Understanding what shapes Facebook as a place is 
central in understanding it as a social space, given Facebook is both a place and a 
space. By drawing on de Certeau (1984), Lofland (1998) and Lefebvre (1991), we can 
understand that social spaces such as Facebook are not only shaped by their 
architecture, but by users’ movements within, and their use of, this space. As an abstract 
place, Facebook was created by capital for its own purposes; the pre-ordained, uniform 
architecture of Facebook is reflective of this. Despite this, even abstract space can be 
resisted and re-shaped as it is in all modern urban environments. People demonstrate 
agency in this reshaping both in how space is used to ‘get around’, but also in how social 
relations are formed, maintained, ordered and sustained. Further, we can understand the 
relationship between architecture and human action as more than a uni-directional 
relationship in which technology influences human actions, but rather as a complex 
dialectical in which users are shaped by and shape the structures they inhabit. 
 
So, encouraged by Facebook’s architecture, but being able to exert some agency within 
this structure, users have created a parochial space in which to enact part of their social 
lives. This parochial space shares many qualities with a pre-modern village square. It 
connects kin, work, and acquaintance connections in addition to more intimate personal 
relationships in the same place. The centralisation of these relationships creates a ‘social 
hum’, which users can access and participate in selective ways. However, unlike the 
traditional village square, users exert more agency over their participation, choosing to 
remain invisible or silent and unlike the traditional village, users are ultimately at the 
centre of their own village deciding or ‘curating’ who does and does not ‘live’ there. 
Parochial spaces such as Facebook have been identified as essential to the 
development of identity as they serve as a space for individuals to try out new ideas or 
opinions before débuting them in the wider world (Calhoun 2007). Facebook has enabled 
users to more thoroughly and carefully curate who enters their parochial space. 
 
187 
 
Like the village, Facebook has become a consistent and reliable structure where 
participants can engage or observe as needed. This categorisation of Facebook as 
parochial space represents a departure from previous understandings of Facebook, 
which have generally categorised it as a public sphere, blurring the boundaries between 
public and private. This chapter demonstrates that the boundary between public and 
private is still a salient distinction. What that has been absent then is an understanding of 
the parochial realm, which provides a useful lens through which we can begin to 
understand users’ actions on, and relationship to, Facebook.
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Chapter 7  
Conclusion 
 
In the context of late modernity sites such as Facebook give research an avenue to 
examine how individuals might be negotiating the demands of the late modern landscape. 
The general uptick in mobility over the life course is often argued to be a fragmenting 
force, which puts strain on personal relationships such as friendships. Some such as Lash 
(2002) and Virilio (1995, 2000), argue that late modernity is also characterised by the 
‘speed’ of life, which appears to be accelerating. On the surface, technologies like 
Facebook may appear to be symptomatic of these characteristics of late modernity as it is 
a dis-embedded, non-corporeal space. As outlined in the first chapter of this thesis, 
Facebook appears to be geared towards quantity over quality which has led some 
scholars such as Turkle to argue that mediated technologies like Facebook have negative 
effects on our affective social relationships.  
 
One of the other important characteristics of late modernity is personal reflexivity as 
argued by Giddens (1991) and Bauman (1992). This personal reflexivity allows individuals 
to consciously map and construct their identity, via a range of choices previously not 
accessible. However, the application of reflexivity to social space, and how these spaces 
might be constructed to resist some of the pressure of late modernity has only been 
sporadically theorised particularly in relation to social network sites. While there has been 
much research that argues that online communities in general serve many of the functions 
that face-to-face communities do, a consideration of Facebook as a social space, which is 
historically particular has yet to be fully articulated. 
 
Therefore, I have investigated the construction of Facebook as a social space online. In 
doing this I have argued that if we are to better understand how spaces like Facebook 
work on a social level, we need to understand how these spaces are formed. 
Understanding what type of space Facebook is helps delimit and contextualise the 
behaviour that occurs within it. This enables spatial understanding to be used as a 
conceptual framework to interpret users’ actions within a space.  
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Through using a case study method that involved interviewing, observation and a 
structured questionnaire, this thesis has addressed the following research questions, 
introduced in Chapter One: 
  
 How can Facebook be understood and conceptualised as a space? 
 What affordances does this space offer its users? 
 How are these affordances different or similar to other forms of mediated 
communication? 
 How might this space affect the way people present their ‘selves’? 
 To what extent does Facebook influence the way people think about friendship? 
This chapter contains a summary of the research outcomes and conclusions relating to the 
above questions and then discusses the significance of these findings.  
By identifying Facebook as a parochial space this thesis has added conceptual clarity to 
previous discussions of Facebook, which have relied on porous terms such as public and 
semi-public in an effort to explain Facebook conceptually. These terms do not necessarily 
add analytical clarity to the position of Facebook as a social space. Beer (2008) argues 
strongly that if the scholarship of Facebook and other SNS is to succeed, scholarship 
needs to engage in more analytical work, instead of relying on these colloquial terms to do 
it for us. Being more analytically particular with the terms used to talk about SNS renders 
us more sensitive to the differences between these spaces, and by extension 
understanding how users act and make use of these spaces. This demonstrates an 
understanding of technological systems and our social relationships as mutually shaping. 
As we adapt to new technological systems, we also shape those systems by the way we 
make use of them, or as de Certeau would argue, how we walk the city. In order to 
understand how spaces like Facebook are constituted, an understanding and 
acknowledgement of the dialectical relationship between their architecture and their users’ 
appropriation of this architecture is of central importance. 
Identifying Parochial Spaces Online 
 
Undoubtedly, the internet has spatial properties and is commonly spoken about in spatial 
terms. Regarding social networking sites like Facebook, scholars like boyd (2011) have 
argued that the structural and spatial qualities of SNS mean that previous distinctions like 
public and private become meaningless. Instead, this lack of dichotomy means there is a 
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distinct need for tools that allow us to examine online spaces with more nuance and 
differentiation. Thinking of online space in terms of public/private invariably means that 
scholars resort to awkward terms like semi-public in an attempt to describe the overlapping 
spheres that exist online. The lack of clarity regarding the use of spatial terms when 
discussing Facebook limits the ways we can theorise these places and their relationship to 
their users. Looking beyond the confines of technology studies and into sociological 
theory, particularly theories of space provided by urban sociology, affords many tools to 
help think about how spaces are formed, who they are formed by, and for which purposes 
they are formed. 
 
Facebook, in its broadest configuration contains many different kinds of spaces. Like the 
city described by Lofland (1998) it is possible to identify numerous type of social 
configurations on Facebook. Analogies include the tribe, the village, and the small town 
(Lofland 1998). Tribes, villages, small towns and cities are differentiated the types of social 
space they contain. Lofland (1998) argues that the former are characterised by the 
dominance of private and parochial space, while the city, although it contains both private 
and parochial space, is not limited to just those types of spaces because a city also 
contains the public realm. This is very similar to Facebook, which contains some spaces 
that are inherently and purposefully public, like pages used to promote a brand, product, 
cause or band. The purpose of these pages is to capture a diverse audience, but also to 
give people the opportunity to publicly engage with each other as well as the owner of the 
page. Similarly, Facebook also contains private spaces; the instant messaging function of 
Facebook allows people to communicate with each other away from the gaze of others. 
Nonetheless, for the most part, Facebook is a parochial space. That is, as Lofland (1998: 
19) argues, it is characterised, “by a sense of commonality among acquaintances and 
neighbours who are involved in interpersonal networks that are located within 
‘communities’.” Theorising the totality of space provided by Facebook is beyond the scope 
of this thesis, although it presents an interesting area of future inquiry. Therefore, this 
thesis has focused on investigating users personal Facebook pages as a social space as 
these pages represent the locus on social interaction for the uses in this study.  
 
Facebook, the way most people use it, seems to sit very comfortably within the first portion 
of Lofland’s definition of a parochial space. Facebook, as used by participants, exhibits a 
sense of commonality between users. However, this commonality is not the place-based 
corporeal type identified by Lofland. Facebook as a parochial space is created through 
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connections with Facebook creating a place in which these connections can manifest. 
Facebook is not an intrinsically parochial space like the communities identified by Lofland. 
There are many ways that Facebook could be configured. Facebook’s history and initial 
design meant that from the beginning users where encouraged to use Facebook to mimic 
their offline connections. Facebook provides a place for those detached to be reassembled 
anew on Facebook. This process means that Facebook has become a space in and of 
itself. The way offline connections are clustered on Facebook, an untidy mess of friends, 
family, workmates and acquaintances means Facebook has become its own parochial 
space. It has simply become its own community in which interpersonal relationships are 
located. 
 
The characteristics of this parochial space were the primary focus of this research. Lofland 
lists three different types of settlements, which she defines as parochial: the tribe, pre-
modern village and the small town. Lofland (1998) argues that the characteristics of the 
tribe, village and small town are that they are homogenous and intimate. These examples 
exist on a continuum, with a tribe being the most homogenous and intimate of the three. 
As demonstrated in Chapter 6, the Facebook experienced by the participants in this 
research definitely experienced Facebook’s homogenous or as I termed them homophilic 
aspects. Some participants were uncomfortable about the extent to which Facebook 
allowed them to live in their own world. Participants also mentioned the intimate social 
hum of Facebook as one of its most compelling aspects, and acknowledge that Facebook 
served as a site of gossips and information about their friends, family and acquaintances. 
Of these parochial spaces Facebook, I argue, has most in common with a village. It is too 
small and diffuse for the most part to be called a tribe, therefore it is either a village or 
small town. The architecture of Facebook, as identified in Chapter Four generates a social 
hum via that news feed which reports users’ statuses, likes, and other actions. This 
constant flow of news creates a sense of constant social activity and pseudo-intimacy born 
out of the continuous flow of personal information. This flow of intimacies has more in 
common with a pre-modern village than a small town – which is more dispersed than 
immediate. However, unlike the village, Facebook is reflexive and voluntary. In the pre-
modern village participation was not optional as inhabitants relied on each other 
practically. Unless one was a hermit (a socially sanctioned position), it was difficult or nigh 
impossible to avoid mundane social interactions. In contrast, what Facebook offers is 
incidental constant social proximity of habitation via the news feed, which fosters intimate 
knowledge of others. This allows users to get a sense of the ebb and flow of their social 
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world and to keep abreast of what it going on. To continue the metaphor, the Newsfeed 
represents the village square, a places where people can go to find out what is happening 
with little effort. However, unlike the village where engagement is compulsory, Facebook 
users can come and go from the square without being seen, noticed or put upon. 
 
Lofland’s (1998) typology of social spaces enabled me to identify what type of space 
Facebook might be. However, de Certeau provided further insight into how this space was 
constructed. Facebook, despite the fact that it is non-corporeal, abstract and dis-
embedded does have objectively present architectural features that shape users’ 
experience of Facebook. Within these limits users have the ability to shape their own 
social space in accordance with and sometimes resistant to Facebook’s architectural 
features. By examining how users used Facebook, who they included and excluded and 
how they spoke about the effect Facebook had on their friendships and their presentation 
of self were all crucial in examining how they ‘walked the city’, that is, how they 
constructed their own experience of Facebook within the options available to them. In this 
research I found that participants liked to construct Facebook as a parochial space. This 
meant that they were careful, and sometimes reticent about the amount of self 
presentation they engaged with on Facebook. As Facebook contained people who were 
known to them, this meant that they had to navigate the possibly of reputational damage 
when presenting their self of Facebook.  
 
More broadly, producing Facebook as a reflexively re-imagined village square provides a 
place where users can go to experience the incidental social contact that used to be 
characteristic of face-to-face communities like the pre-modern village. Incidental social 
contact is possible on Facebook, because its architecture provide a consistent structure 
that facilitates these interactions regardless of geography and mobility. Facebook’s non-
corporeal structure provides it with a resilience that allows it survive and thrive in the fast-
paced context of late modernity, even though it is undoubted a product of these 
circumstances. Without the technological advances that produce many of the conditions of 
late modernity Facebook would not be needed, nor would it be possible. Thus, Facebook 
provides the affordance to its user to reimagine post-modern village square using the tools 
of late modernity, that many argue disrupted these parochial forms of community.  
 
Affordances: Intimacy With Flexibility 
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Users get the most out of Facebook by being somewhat reflexively engaged. Users 
describe Facebook as a way of keeping up-to-date with what is going on in their social 
circle. They also value the way it makes it easier to keep in touch with those who are 
geographically distant. Facebook makes it easy. However, appreciating what Facebook 
has to offer also requires acknowledging its limitations. This means that users need to 
demonstrate an awareness of the affordances and limitations of Facebook. Along with the 
ease of communicating, Facebook also presents some potentially complex social 
situations. In order to manage these situations, participants take full advantage of 
Facebook’s architecture by using lists to keep various social circles separate from each 
other. This allows users to more accurately calculate the risk of engaging with others on 
Facebook. The flexibility of Facebook, albeit limited, allows users to construct spaces that 
best serve their needs. Thus users can reflexively manage their engagement in this space, 
by remaining invisible.  
 
There are several ways to remain unseen on Facebook. Users can remain unseen by 
appearing offline of Facebook’s chat function; not reading new messages; and not 
interacting with other users’ content. So, by simply viewing Facebook, one can still keep 
abreast of what is going on without being seen. The village, which is analogous to the 
parochial configuration of Facebook, is significant as it is a departure from many late-
modern forms of social life. Social life in modernity, it is argued, is characterised by 
differentiation and individualisation. Sociologists such as Putnam (1995) have decried the 
lack of cohesive community life through which individuals can harness social capital. 
Putnam (1995) argues that the lack of community life in America, evidenced by the decline 
in neighbourly ties, has resulted in a lack of involvement in community groups as well as 
general political participation. Others like Bauman (2003) argue that in modernity personal 
ties are increasingly transitory and that we value ties that are easy to cut, rather than those 
that bind. Rampant individualisation has meant that close, intimate relationships are a 
mixed blessing as they alternately support and undermine the individual project (Bauman 
2003). Thus the village-like atmosphere created by Facebook, reflects what is happening 
offline is users relationships and is contrary to what these theorists seem to suggest that 
we are suffering from an acute lack of meaningful social ties; that we would rather exist in 
individualized, and it is implied, anti-social spheres than be subject to the minutiae of 
other’s existence. 
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In this sense, the success of Facebook is somewhat surprising, for if nothing else the 
parochial space of Facebook is concerned with the mundane business of daily life. As I 
type this, my Facebook feed shows photos of nights out, children, news articles and work 
related rants. Little of this is inherently compelling, however it forms the fabric of my 
family’s, friends’, and acquaintances’ daily life. It can tell me what they are doing; what 
they are thinking about; where they are; and whom they are with. It is this type of 
persistent parochial intimacy that Putnam and Bauman both argue is missing in late 
modern life. The mundane aspect of information communicated on Facebook mimics to a 
certain extent the banality of village life. Despite their complaints, people find comfort in 
ordinariness of news communicated on Facebook. Even if we do not care terribly much for 
what is being communicated, it is the act of communication and even the associated 
complaining that may mirror some of the seductive certainty of the pre-modern village. 
Facebook then, constitutes a reflexive re-imaging of pre-modern village life. 
 
This unsettles previous understandings of SNS as public spaces. While some of the 
previous observations about the characteristics of spaces like Facebook still stand, 
conceptualizing them as parochial – a categorisation between public and private - calls for 
a reworking of some of our assumptions concerning how users navigate these spaces. For 
example, boyd (2011) argues that networked publics give rise to unprecedented visibility, 
invisible audiences and blurred boundaries between public and private, and collapsed 
context. Of these characteristics, the most keenly felt is collapsed contexts. This is 
unsurprising if we situate Facebook as a parochial space in which users must manage 
their presence in order to avoid reputational damage. For the participants observed in this 
study, their Facebook used did not appear to result in unprecedented visibility, but rather a 
visibility that mimics close community living. Likewise, the audience, as previously 
demonstrated, is visible in that users are aware of it and its diversity. Users comprehend 
this and adjust their behaviour accordingly. Rather than adjusting one’s action to suit an 
invisible audience with unknowable reactions, users adjust their behaviour to account for 
situations in which reputational damage would be most severe. Rather than trying to 
account for everyone, users picture a ‘worst case’ scenario, and use this as a yardstick by 
which they can moderate their behaviour on Facebook. 
 
While Balandrier, Steinmetz and Sapiro (2010) contend that we are creating new worlds 
online, we are in fact (re)creating existing worlds in new places. Old social forms come 
around again, albeit tweaked and reconfigured by technological tools. In order to 
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understand these places, I suggest that rather than leaping forward into the new, we look 
for similarities across time and place as well as broadening our theoretical scope to 
include tools of understanding from other areas of sociology. Doing so would mean that we 
could potentially become more precise when considering how we analyse and account for 
these reworked social forms. 
 
A Case For the ‘Authentic’ Self? 
 
Facebook as a technology encourages users to represent the totality of their person, as 
opposed to an avatar of it. Facebook encourages me disclose all there is to know about 
me: my family; my friends; my history; where I work; where I have worked; where I went to 
high school and University (and when), as well as where I go, who I’m with, what I like, my 
relationship status, my phone number, address and other sundry important life events. To 
fully and honestly opt in to Facebook’s architecture, does not really allow for the selective 
presentation of an identity. At the time of writing Facebook has redoubled efforts to ensure 
that Facebook profiles are linked to locatable offline persons by deactivating the accounts 
of drag queens that were using their stage names on Facebook (Farrington 2014).  
The inclusion of diverse and wide ranging pieces of personal information means that the 
totality of a Facebook profile is to represent a self, not an identity. The self presented on 
Facebook is not free-floating, but linked to mainstream institutions such as work and 
educational institutions that limit the flexibility of the self presented on Facebook.  
 
For the adult participants in this research, their understanding of Facebook was much 
more instrumental and practical than other research has indicated. The performance of 
self on Facebook was more a part of the incidental self-presentation that is part of daily 
life, as opposed to a separate and deliberative act. While self-presentation occurs on 
Facebook, as it does in all situations, participants did not consciously conceive their 
interactions on Facebook to be part of a conscious performance of the self. Instead, they 
took care to use Facebook in way that did not appear to be conscious self-presentation. 
Photos focused outwards, on experiences and events, as opposed to photos of the user. 
Posts presented little information that could be explicitly read for clues about the self. 
Participants continually emphasised that posts should be useful, interesting and free of 
any intimate personal details. This demonstrates in Goffman’s terms that they prefer to rely 
on what is ‘given off’ rather than what is ‘given’ when presenting the self on Facebook. The 
picture presented on Facebook is uniformly sunny, interesting or funny; positive life events 
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are shared and celebrated, and the self as presented on Facebook is largely free from 
pain, trauma, and disappointment. Transgressions of this are rare and are somewhat 
disruptive and are generally met with reserved or limited responses. This further serves to 
reinforce the type of space Facebook is as it reinforces Facebook’s status as a parochial 
realm in which private troubles are rarely represented in full view of others. These 
intimacies, participants indicate, are held over for face-to-face conversations or other more 
private spheres. 
 
One of the reasons for this may be that Facebook feels more corporeal than other forms of 
CMC as it is inextricably linked to offline networks and relationships. The fact that what 
participants do on Facebook is linked to a body that is locatable in time and space, means 
that boundless identity presentation is limited as these claims are able to be easily 
falsified. The direct link between the offline self and ones online self-presentation is largely 
shaped by Facebook’s architecture and affordances. From the beginning Facebook was 
linked to offline institution such as universities, which functioned as a way of verifying or 
locating one’s identity within these structures. Facebook has also become a very visual 
medium with a strong emphasis on photos to convey information. Additionally, Facebook 
displays geographical information about where a status has been posted from and also 
enables users to ‘check in’ at certain locations. These factors mean there is less creativity 
available to playfully construct the self online. The presentation of self is limited by 
Facebook’s links to the offline environment, temporally, geographically and relationally. 
The presentation of the self, thus constrained, is grounded in embodied circumstances 
even though it may occur in a disembodied space. 
 
 
Quality and Quantity: Distinguishing Between Social Relationships Online  
 
In popular as well and academic discourse there remains persistent concerns that new 
technologies of mediation such as social network sites dismiss our capacity for affective 
social relationships like friendship. Some scholars like Turkle argue that we have been 
driven online to live out our relationships because our offline lives are so individualised that 
they serve to isolate us from each other. However, friendship and technology do not exist 
in a zero-sum game. Just because we are using technology more to communicate with our 
friends, does not mean we see them less. In fact some research (e.g. Hampton and 
Wellman 2003) indicates that there is a positive correlation between those we 
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communicate with mostly online and who we connect with mostly offline. Those who we 
communicate with the most tend to be the ones we see the most as well. 
However, the increasing ubiquity of technologies has posed a series of questions 
concerning how technology might structure these relationships. Technologies create 
spaces to ‘hang out’ (Rheingold 2000; boyd 2007; Peel et al. 2012) and help facilitate 
some of the activities that friendship engages in. In fact, mobile phones have become an 
increasingly central part of managing friendships (Licoppe 2004; Green and Singleton 
2009) as they are a central space in which both the planning and debriefing of friendship 
related activities takes place (Peel et al. 2012). Increasing geographical mobility means 
that people have more opportunities than ever to make a diverse network of friendships 
with technology giving space for these friendships to be maintained. 
 
The mediation of friendship via various technologies is not a new phenomenon. By 
drawing on historical data I argue that the mediation of friendship via Facebook can be 
understood as a continuation of pre-existing patterns of mediation. As Mews and 
Chiavaroli (2009) highlight letter writing as an important act of solace and substance for 
friends who were separate by distance. This research found that Facebook played a 
similar role for participants, who used Facebook as a way to keep in touch with those they 
were unable to meet with in person. Technology is important to friendship in two aspects 
then. Not only does it enable the mediated communication which sustains geographically 
distant friends but is also creates space for affective friendships to develop the first 
instance. As detailed by Silver (1990) commercial society, facilitated by the technological 
developments of modernity provided a space for affective friendships to flourish free from 
instrumental concerns. Consequently, technology has always been connected to the 
development and continuation of friendships. Facebook represents a continuation, not a 
break from, earlier historical developments.  
 
Contrary to the assertion that we are no longer able to grasp whom our real friends are, 
the participants in this research are able to distinguish between the affective friendships 
and other forms of social relationships, including less close friends. Interestingly, when 
speaking about friendship, participants stated that for someone to be considered a friend, 
shared offline experiences as well as an affective bond needed to be present. Although 
most friendships have an aspect of instrumentality, the affective, emotional bond was 
emphasised by participants over any more instrumental functions that the relationship 
might have. Emphasising the affective nature of friendship is in keeping with contemporary 
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understanding of friendships. In addition to this the sharing of emotional life, as with 
Aristotle’s virtue friendship, is also central to participants’ ideas about friendship. Although 
sharing one’s problems on Facebook was not done, or deemed to be inappropriate 
participants emphasises that with friends one should be able to share both happiness and 
problems. Sharing of problems was linked to trust and self-sacrifice as other key 
components of friendships, which again echoes, classical ideals about virtuous friendships 
that help the moral growth of those involved. 
 
While Caine’s (2012) work Friendship: A history presents a relatively tidy progression in 
ideals and practices of friendship, what was articulated by the participants in this research, 
has a historical mishmash of ideas about what friendship is, and what good friends should 
be. In attempting to articulate what friendship is as a social relation in late modernity, 
participants drew on a variety of historical ideas. Friendship in late modernity borrows from 
a classical understanding of friendship, in that the best types of friendship include some 
moral edification, including self-sacrifice and shared troubles. This also echoes Plutarch’s 
ideas about friendships in which friends have a moral responsibility to assist the other 
person in self-development. This idea is quite distinct from the behaviour that generally 
occurs on Facebook, which focuses on the pleasant aspect of friendships, not the difficult 
aspects. The fact that participants distinguish between their understanding of friendship 
and the Facebook environment demonstrate the complex dialectical relationship between 
technology and human relationships. The fact that participants’ understandings of 
friendship have not been dramatically reordered in relation to new technology like 
Facebook speaks to this complexity. If technology did impact society in a linear way, we 
would expect to see some reordering of ideals and discourses around friendship. Instead, 
the participant in this research drew on stable and persistent definitions of friendships 
when speaking about these relationships.  
 
As previously discussed, mobility is now a largely accepted part of the life course. Moving 
away from family and friends requires that these relationships be mediated if they are to be 
sustained. However, the mediation of relationships via Facebook has caused some 
anxiety. Among participants in this research, Facebook represented a way of enriching 
relationships that might otherwise be difficult to sustain. Facebook, particularly for those 
that might be lax with personal communication represents a way to maintain friendships 
through the spatial proximity that Facebook offers. Being able to see that someone else is 
online at the same time offers a way to ‘bump into’ them, as one might on a street or 
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campus. Despite this, bumping into someone on Facebook is not enough to sustain a 
friendship. Sustaining a friendship also a required intentional action. Although Facebook 
has changed some of the conditions under which friendship can be maintained, people still 
seem to have very distinct ideas about what friendship is that has not been clouded by 
Facebook’s universal application of the word ‘friend’ to all social relationships. While 
Facebook may be making visible some aspects of our friendships that were previously 
hidden, technology has not caused a drastic reorganisation of our ideas of friendship 
which have remained comparatively stable. Unlike romantic relationships which have 
arguable changed most in the face of new technology (Gershon 2010), friendships have 
not. The flexibility of friendship means that it is more able to accommodate and incorporate 
the increased visibility that Facebook creates. 
 
 
Contribution to Knowledge: The Big Picture 
 
This research has also contributed to broadening our understanding of Facebook. This 
research has focused on understanding how adults conceptualise Facebook. To date 
there has been limited research that has explored adult’s understandings of Facebook 
outside of institutional frameworks such as universities and workplaces. Creating a cross-
national sample, that also targeted participants outside of typically studied populations, 
further expands our understanding of how users who have not grown up with Facebook as 
part of their media ecology might understand Facebook’s role in their lives. The focus on 
instrumentality that was articulated by the participants is perhaps indicative of the broader 
and more diverse sample. As adults are at a qualitatively different stage in their self-
development, using Facebook to articulate their selves was not an immediate concern. 
Thus, some of the findings of this research particularly with regards to self-presentation 
and identity work are not congruent with other research most likely due the age of the 
sample. For example Papacharissi (2011: 51) emphasises that Facebook offers its users a 
“performative palette” through which they can represent their selves. Despite the fact that 
much research has emphasised Facebook’s capacities for performativity (Lui 2008; 
Donath and boyd 2004) these aspects were not emphasised by participants who chose to 
tell me about the seemingly instrumental and practical roles Facebook played in their 
every day life, such as enabling them to effectively communicate and coordinate their 
social schedule. This difference in emphasis suggests that adults’ patterns of use that are 
distinct from those of young adults and teenagers and reflect their position in the life 
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course. The adults who took part in this research did not feel the need to explore their self-
identity amongst others, while the literature tells us that for teenagers and younger adults, 
this project is a more central concern, as they are attempting to establish an identity that is 
often geographical and temporally distinct from the family unit. Thus, understanding how 
adults understand and conceptualise their use of Facebook represents a focus that is 
distinct from the previous literature. It is unsurprising then that adults’ motivations for 
Facebook use centre on keeping up-to-date with the lives of their friends and family. The 
empirical data generated in this research demonstrates that adults’ use of Facebook is 
different to that of young people. These differences in use require a shift in theoretical 
focus, as the tools provided by previous research are not fully able to address these 
discrepancies.  
 
As part of understanding the data generated from this research, I have also sought to re-
emphasis the concept of ‘space’ as central to understanding Facebook. As stated in 
Chapter 3, a critical realist ontology was central to this effort. That is, the research 
assumed that there are generative mechanisms, often beyond the scope of our immediate 
perception. Critical realism allows for the creation of theories and concepts that go beyond 
what is possible from strict inductive or deductive reasoning and emphasises creativity and 
reinterpretation in the process of analysis. The use of theorists of urban space and the 
built environment – such as de Certeau (1984) and Lefebvre (1991) – are characteristic of 
a critical realist approach that emphasises analysing phenomena through new frames of 
meaning, in order to make connections between generative mechanisms and their 
observed effects. Using theory from urban sociology and applying it to Facebook is one 
that illuminates the generative mechanisms that shape Facebook, and users’ experience 
on Facebook.  
 
This research has aimed to generate descriptive theory about Facebook. Descriptive 
theory as advanced by Danermark et al. (2002) is broadly linked to an explanatory social 
science. Descriptive theories attempt to identify and describe the properties and structures 
associated with a social phenomenon. Broadly, as it relates to critical realism, Sayer 
(1992) suggests that there are two types of descriptive theories; ordering frameworks and 
theory as conceptualisation. Ordering frameworks often produce formalised models. 
However, in keeping with the critical realist approach of this research I have focused on 
producing conceptualised knowledge. The concepts from which theory is built gives a 
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framework through which to talk about and understand various, “qualitative properties, 
structures and mechanisms” of social phenomena (Danermark et al. 2002: 120).  
 
While the idea that SNS are spaces is not new, emphasising the qualities and production 
of this space represent a focus that is different from previous research. Much research 
follows from boyd’s (2011) argument that SNS are a type of networked public, and the idea 
that spaces such as Facebook are public continues to be produced in other related 
research. Examining what type of space Facebook is as a central question of this 
research, I have been able to interrogate the assumption that SNS are a type of public. As 
a result, I have identified Facebook as a reflexive reimagining of the pre-modern village 
square. This re-emphasises the importance of place and space as social constituted but 
objectively bound. This approach reflects the critical realist grounding of this thesis, which 
is primarily concerned with a focus on mechanisms, not events. In this case, the event is 
what people do on Facebook, or how they use it. The mechanism is Facebook itself. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 
This research, while guided by previous scholarship, has been largely exploratory in 
nature. As such it has several limitations which also present directions for future research. 
This research in inherently limited by its sample size. In order to be able to generalise 
more broadly, a larger sample, perhaps concentrating on a diversity of networks with an 
SNS, may be needed. Due to the nature of my network, this study has primarily capture 
Western attitudes towards Facebook. However, Facebook now has a global spread and is 
increasingly used in the developing world. For example the most avid users of Facebook in 
the world are Indonesians. Developing a broader model of Facebook use should include 
these perspectives as well, which may be substantially different to the understandings 
discussed in this research. Additionally, this study was not focused on following 
participants longitudinally. A longitudinal study enable investigation of how significant life 
events impact Facebook use. Presently little is known about how the usage of SNS like 
Facebook might vary across time. Hypothetically, it would be logical that a steady level of 
Facebook use is not consistent over time; but that there are peaks and troughs of 
engagement that are influence by other forces that are yet unidentified. Using a broader 
sample across time would help answer some of these questions.  
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The exploration of online phenomena is often a methodologically complex task. Even 
though this study has used multiple methods to add depth and scope to the data 
presented, it is, like most online research, unable to fully explore the distinction between 
online and offline behaviour. Like most research this study has relied on participants’ 
accounts to inform the theory presented here. Participants’ accounts can only ever afford 
us a partial view of the differences between what happens online and offline for any one 
individual; indeed if any such distinction is consciously made. This is and will remain an 
issue for future research, and is perhaps a limitation that might be addressed by rigorous 
ethnographic accounts through which we might unravel some taken for granted behaviours 
that we might not be able to otherwise access.  
 
In a similar vein, Facebook only represents a portion of the spaces we inhabit online. 
Comparisons between other online spaces and Facebook are beyond the scope of this 
research. But, as Beer (2008) urges, constructing typologies through which we might 
critically analyses these spaces represents an interesting area of future research.  
As the field of internet studies and particularly SNS, is relatively new, there are many 
directions for future research. The emergence of new cooperative technologies such as 
Bitcoin indicates other ways in which we can examine the relationship between generative 
mechanisms and events. On a less abstract level there are still many things we do not 
know regarding how large segments of the population beyond the West are using 
technologies such as Facebook in their day to day lives. Additionally, the data suggests 
that Facebook use may be declining among young people (Neal 2014) with 3.3 million 
American users ages 13 to 17 years old leaving Facebook since 2011 in addition to 
another 3.4 million people ages 18 to 24. In comparison growth among older 
demographics is still strong, in the same time period10.8 million adults ages 25 to 34 
joined Facebook of 32.6 percent (Neal 2014). Users ages 35 to 54-year-old grew by 16.4 
million users an increase of 41.4 percent (Neal 2014). The biggest increase was in adult 
over the age of 55, with 12.4 million new users joining Facebook, which is an 80.4 percent 
growth from previous numbers (Neal 2014). These numbers suggests that there are 
important structural and cultural forces that shape who engages with Facebook. The 
growth of Facebook use in those over 55 is still relatively unexplored in the academic 
literature and raises questions about skill acquisition, and access. These factors exist 
outside the scope of this project but could be explored through further research.  
To date, Facebook has remained remarkably persistent and managed to diversify its 
presence over a variety of platforms. However, as yet Facebook may be replaced by 
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another emergent technology. Although Facebook may yet become obsolete, creating 
theoretical tools by which we might understand how these spaces are created is a useful 
exercise regardless of the specific technology. The theoretical understanding gleaned from 
studying the production and use of Facebook could be usefully applied to other 
technologies outside of this research that are yet to be created.  
 
Final Thoughts 
 
Since its inception, Facebook has been plagued by predictions of its demise; but still it 
persists. Facebook has clearly managed to tap into some kind of cultural zeitgeist which 
has made it, and continues to make it more compelling than many of its predecessors.  
The feeling of being connected in a visible, tangible way is one of the things that makes 
Facebook so compelling. This is achieved not just by articulated social relationships, but 
also by the ability to create a shared social space constructed not just through friending 
practices, but the organisation of offline social interactions. One of the reasons Facebook 
is so attractive to users may be closely linked to the pressures of late modernity. As 
technology has enabled the separation of space from time by allowing continuation of 
relationships with others beyond face-to-face interaction, the cost of maintaining 
geographically diverse connections has increased. Arguably, relationships based on 
proximity are easier to maintain than those that are not. This simultaneous stretching and 
compression of social relations is well documented in the literature with theorists such as 
Lash (2002), Urry (2000) and Giddens (1999) all identifying this as a key feature of late 
modernity. While theoretically this position is accepted, there is little known about the 
impact of this on lived experience. That is, how individuals manage the stretching, 
displacement and compression of their social relationships. As identified by Giddens 
(1990) the dispersion of personal networks and increased social mobility is not a linear 
development, but acknowledges that space and time can be reconnected through social 
activity. Facebook, as a key site of social activity for the participants in this research, is 
compelling because of its ability to maintain social bonds altered and diminished by late 
modernity.  
 
This demonstrates the capacity of humans to demonstrate agency in the face of the 
“destructive creativity” (Bauman 2000: 28) of modernity that destabilises or disembeds 
previous forms of social organisation. Giddens (1990) argues that modernity has 
fundamentally changed the way we experience intimacy. Modern life has diminished the 
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traditional communal character of day to day existence, and replaced it with impersonal 
and specialised relationships and systems. This is seen as a detrimental to personal 
relationships within modern societies (Giddens 1990). However, participants in the present 
research have created a place, which is undoubted linked to the institutions that still 
structure our daily lives such as educational institutions. Additionally, this space calls to 
mind previous forms of close and intimate living with others. This is in contrasts to the 
individualisation thesis, in which it is argued that individuals are disembedded from their 
old, communal (pre-modern) forms of life, into ones in which they must assemble their own 
life paths and attendant identities. This thesis has demonstrated that participants still value 
intimate relationships such as friendships and will use the affordances of late modernity 
(such as Facebook) to ensure that these relationships remain persistent over time.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix 1: Structured Questionnaire 
 
 1 . Please indicate your gender 
 Woman 
 Man 
 
2. Please select your age range. 
 18-24 
 25-30 
 31-40 
 41-50 
 51-60 
 61-70 
 70+ 
 
3. Please select the highest level of education you have attained from the list below. 
 Some High School/Secondary School 
 Completed High school/Secondary school  
 Diploma/ Associate diploma/ Trade Certificate/Apprenticeship 
 Graduate Diploma and Graduate Certificate 
 Bachelors degree 
 Postgraduate qualification 
 
4. Please rank where you have met most your friends. 1 being the environment in which 
you have made/met most of your friends.  
 Through school, university or other educational setting 
 Via work or work related activities 
 Interest based activities 
 Other (please specify) 
5. For this question please think about where your friends currently live. Please order the 
following categories from largest proportion of your friends list to smallest (1 being the 
highest). 
 The same city/town as me 
 The same state/province as me 
 The same country as me 
  229 
 My friends are from different places around the world 
 There is an even mix between those overseas, and those from the same city, state 
or country as me. 
 
 
 
6. Please select which of the following social network sites you use and how often you use 
them 
 
 No, have 
never 
used it 
Tried it 
once, but 
have not 
used it since 
Yes, have tried it 
in the past, but do 
not use it presently 
Yes, currently 
use it 
sometimes 
Yes, 
currently 
use it often 
Twitter      
Facebook      
Myspace      
Tribe.net      
Foursquare      
LinkedIn      
Orkut      
Tumblr      
 
7. Do you use your real name on Facebook? 
 Yes 
 No 
 
8. Approximately, how long have you had your Facebook account for? 
 Under a year 
 1 year - 2 years 
 2-4 years 
 3-6 years 
 6+ years 
 
9. How often do you log onto to Facebook? 
 Multiple times a day 
 Once a day 
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 2-3 times a week 
 Once a week 
 Less than once a week 
 Rarely 
 
10. Do you own a phone (Android, Blackberry, iPhone or similar) that allows you to access 
and receive updates from Facebook? 
 Yes 
 No 
 I can receive updates, but can’t access Facebook 
 
11. How frequently do you use your phone to interact on Facebook? 
 Several times a day 
 Once a day 
 A few times a week 
 Once a week 
 Seldom/rarely/never 
 
12. How many hours a day do you actively use Facebook (excluding times when 
Facebook is running in the background)?  
 Less than one hour 
 1-3 hours 
 3-6 hours 
 6-8 hours 
 8+ hours 
 
13. Where do you primarily use Facebook? 
 At home 
 At work 
 Other 
 
14. What time of day do you primarily use Facebook? 
 In the morning, after I get up 
 During the day 
 In the evening after I get home from work 
 I use Facebook consistently throughout the day 
 
15. Do you often have Facebook running in the background as you work on other tasks? 
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 All the time 
 Some of the time 
 Occasionally 
 Never 
 
16. How many friends do you currently have on your Facebook account? 
17. How do you decide how to add as a friend on Facebook? 
 I add everyone I know 
 I add people most people I know, but am careful adding certain groups of people 
(people from work, parents and other family). 
 I only add people I consider friends 
 I only add close friends, or people I would like to see or speak to regularly 
 
 Other (please specify) 
 
18. Have you met everyone on your Facebook friends list in person? 
 Yes 
 No 
 
19. For this question please think about what types of people make up your friends list. 
Please order the following categories from largest proportion of your friends list to smallest 
(1 being the highest).  
 Close friends or family 
 People met through work or work-related activities 
 People met via School or university 
20. For this question please think about where the people on your friends on Facebook are 
from. Please order the following categories from largest proportion of your friends list to 
smallest (1 being the highest). 
 The same city/town as me 
 The same state/province as me 
 The same country as me 
 My friends are from different places around the world 
 There is an even mix between those overseas, and those from the same city, state 
or country as me. 
21. Please enter your present country and town/city of residence 
 
22. Is this the same as where you were born and/or spent most of your childhood? 
 Yes 
  232 
 No 
 
23. If no, please state your country of birth. 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
24. Is this the same country where you spent most of your childhood? 
 Yes 
 No 
 
25. If no, please indicate the country/countries where you grew up. 
________________________________________________________ 
 
26. What do you primarily use Facebook for?  
 Communicating/keeping up to date with friends or family who live overseas 
 Communicating/keeping up to date with friends I have lost touch with 
 Communicating/keeping up to date with friends I see regularly 
 Organising events 
 Finding people who share similar interests to me 
 Other (please specify) 
  
27. Thinking about the different ways you can communicate with people via Facebook, 
please select which method you use most frequently. 
 Public, communicating by posting status updates, or writing on people’s walls, 
photos, or status updates 
 Private, through chat or Facebook messages 
 Other (please specify 
 
28. How often do you post your own content on Facebook (status updates, photos, video, 
links to other webpages)? 
 Several times a day 
 Once a day 
 2-3 times a week 
 Once a week 
 Once every 2-3 weeks 
 Once a month 
 Never 
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29. Considering the activities listed below please select how often you do the following. 
 No, never Very 
occasionally 
Sometimes Often Very 
frequently  
Post 
photos 
     
Comment 
on 
friend’s 
status 
updates 
     
Post on 
friend’s 
walls 
     
Post your 
own 
status 
updates 
     
Post links 
to other 
content 
on the 
web 
(YouTube 
videos, 
news 
sites, 
music etc) 
     
Comment 
on 
friend’s 
updates 
     
Use the 
like button 
to 
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respond 
to friend’s 
status 
updates, 
photos or 
other 
content 
shared 
Change 
your 
profile 
picture 
     
 
30. Please indicate which of the following steps you take to protect your privacy on 
Facebook. (Check all that apply.) 
 Disabled your wall 
 Use a https connection 
 Have different privacy settings for different groups of people on Facebook 
 Have all information on my profile set to ‘friends only’ 
 Disabled the ‘places’ feature on Facebook 
 Restricted what information apps and website can access about me through my 
friends 
 Disabled the ‘instant personalization feature’. 
 Disabled the ‘public search’ function. Public search controls whether people who 
enter your name in a search engine will see a preview of your Facebook profile. 
 Restricted who can search for you on Facebook 
 Restricted who can send you friend requests 
 Restricted who can send you messages (without being your friend) 
 Restricted who can see your friends list 
 Other (please specify) 
  
31. Part of this research also involves informal interviewing and online observation of your 
Facebook activity. 
The interviewing should take no more than an hour, and the observation will be 
unobtrusive. The observation will be used to help understand people's daily patterns of 
use on Facebook, and simply means that you would continue using Facebook as you 
normally would.  
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The interviews and the observations will help me gain more insight into your perspectives 
on friendship, and how your use Facebook to interact with your friends. If you would be 
interested in being further involved with this research please indicate below. Finally, if you 
are not interested in participating further, but know someone who would, please feel free to 
pass on the link to this survey.  
 
32. You have indicated that you would be interested in participating further in this 
research. Please provide your preferred method of contact.  
You have now completed the survey. Thank you for your time. Please remember that you 
can withdraw at any time without penalty. If you have any questions you can contact 
Naomi on Ph:33652021 or naomismith@uq.edu.au 
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Appendix 2: Interview Schedule 
 
Facebook Use (General) 
 You indicated you’ve been on Facebook for (x amount of time) why did you initially 
sign up? 
 What encouraged you to keep using Facebook?  
 Talk me through your normal routine of what you do when you log on to Facebook. 
(Hoping this will prompt some discussion of birthdays/acknowledging 
birthdays/friendship maintenance on FB.) 
 Can you tell what has the most influence on how you use Facebook? 
 Have you thought carefully about how you use Facebook or does it just happen? 
 What are some of the outcomes of your Facebook use? Have you noticed any 
changes in your daily life?  
Facebook use and friendship 
 Do you use face book to communicate with your friends? How? Why? Is it an 
important part of how you communicate with them?  
 What has been your experience with making/keeping friends over Facebook?  
 Has Facebook changed the way you interact with your friends? How, why/why not?  
 Do you have you have any friends who don’t use Facebook? (If yes, does this affect 
your friendship in any way?) 
 If you were unable to use Facebook anymore, how would this affect your 
friendships?  
o In your opinion, has Facebook helped you develop more intimate 
friendships?  
 What has been your experience with having people from different social circles all in 
the one place on Facebook? 
 Can you tell me about an experience where Facebook has made a friendship (or 
friendships) more difficult or complicated/better, more supportive? 
 You indicated on the survey that you have a lot of Facebook friends who live 
overseas, what role does Facebook play in your relationships with these people? 
 Do you think that connecting with people via Facebook makes it easier to connect 
with them offline? Why?  
 What do you do when you received an unexpected friend request from someone 
from your past? Any examples?  
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o Does this have an effect about what you put on Facebook?)  
Self-presentation 
If in person, get participant to talk me through their Facebook page and tailor questions 
to suit. 
 You indicated that you (frequently/ sometime/infrequently) post your own content 
on Facebook, what encourages you to post content/ discourages you from 
posting content? 
 You indicated in the survey that you (have high privacy 
settings/moderate/low/none) do you think this makes you think more about who 
will see the things you post?  
 Imagining I was someone who knew nothing about Facebook, can you explain 
to me what the purpose of status updates is?  
 Should I expect people to reply? 
 What does it mean if they don’t? 
 What are some of the reasons you would comment on someone’s status 
update? 
 What is the first thing you do when you friend someone on Facebook?  
 Do you think you get a good idea of who someone is as a person by looking at 
what they do on Facebook? 
 Do you think your Facebook page is an accurate reflection of you as a person? 
(Why/Why not?) 
Friendship  
Link back to earlier questions regarding friendship practices on Facebook 
 In your own words can you define friendship for me? 
 How do you know if you’re friends with someone?  
 In your opinion what does being a friend involve? 
 How often do you need to communicate with a friend? 
 In what ways has a friend supported you in the past? 
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Appendix 3: Participant Consent Form (Questionnaire) 
 
 
Facebook, Friendship and the Self: Social networking sites and social relationships 
in late modernity.  
 
You are being asked to assist with our research as a volunteer. You are free at any time to 
withdraw your permission for further participation. 
 
Confidentiality 
All questionnaire data will be held in a secure place, accessible by the researcher. Your 
confidentiality is assured and your name will not be used in research reports. Your 
permission will be sought before any other details which might possibly identify you are 
included in a research report. 
 
Role of the researcher 
The researcher agrees to explain the research in detail and answer any questions that you 
may have about the process. The researcher agrees to maintain personal confidentiality at 
all times and to omit from all reports any information that you provide ‘off the record’. 
 
Ethical Clearance 
Ethical clearance from the university’s Social Sciences Ethical Review Committee has 
been obtained for this research. Please contact the Ethics Officer in School of Social 
Science if you have any concerns about this research project. 
 
Ethics Officer in School of Social Science 
The University of Qld. 4072 
ph (07) 3365 3297 
 
Contact addresses: 
Researcher: Ms Naomi Smith, ph: 3365 2021 email naomismith@uq.edu.au 
 
Supervisors: Dr Peter Walters and Dr Lynda Cheshire, School of Social Science, 
University of Queensland. 
Ph: 07 3365 2759 email p.walters@uq.edu.au or l.cheshire@uq.edu.au 
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Agreement to participate in research as described above 
I hereby agree to be involved in the above research project as a participant realising that 
I may withdraw at any time. I agree that the research data gathered for the study may be 
published and understand that information I provide is anonymous and no identifying 
information will be used without my permission. I have read the research information 
sheet pertaining to this research project and understand the nature of the research and 
my role in it. 
 
Name: __________________ Signature: ________________ Date: _____________ 
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Appendix 4: Participant Consent Form (Interview and Observation) 
 
Facebook, Friendship and the Self: Social networking sites and social relationships 
in late modernity.  
 
You are being asked to assist with our research as a volunteer. You are free at any time to 
withdraw your permission for further participation. 
 
Confidentiality 
All recordings and transcripts of the interviews will be held in a secure place. Records of 
interview will only be accessible by the researcher. Your confidentiality is assured and your 
name will not be used in research reports. Your permission will be sought before any other 
details which might possibly identify you are included in a research report. 
 
Role of the researcher 
The researcher agrees to explain the research in detail and answer any questions that you 
may have about the process. The researcher agrees to maintain personal confidentiality at 
all times and to omit from all reports any information that you provide ‘off the record’. 
 
Ethical Clearance 
Ethical clearance from the university’s Social Sciences Ethical Review Committee has 
been obtained for this research. Please contact the Ethics Officer in School of Social 
Science if you have any concerns about this research project. 
 
Ethics Officer in School of Social Science 
The University of Qld. 4072 
ph (07) 3365 3297 
 
 
Agreement to participate in research as described above 
 
I hereby agree to be involved in the above research project as a participant realising that 
I may withdraw at any time. I have read and understood the participant information sheet. I 
agree that the research data gathered for the study may be published and understand that 
information I provide is anonymous and no identifying information will be used without my 
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permission. I have read the research information sheet pertaining to this research project 
and understand the nature of the research and my role in it. 
 
 I agree 
 
Consent to archive data 
I agree to my data being archived in the Australian Social Science Data Archive so that 
other researchers can access them for their own studies or for teaching purposes. 
 
I understand that access to these data will be restricted to legitimate university researchers 
only who have made a written application and received approval from the archive to use 
my data in publications, reports and other research outputs. 
I also understand that my name and other obvious identifiers will not be included in the 
archived data and that all researchers will abide by the confidentiality agreements 
established here so that every effort is made to protect my identity in subsequent research 
publications. 
 
This consent applies to the following forms of data (please tick to indicate approval): 
 
 Written transcript of my interview 
 
Name: _____________________ Signature: ______________ Date:___________ 
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Appendix 5: Participant Information Form for Questionnaire (Given to 
participants) 
 
Facebook, Friendship and the Self: Social networking sites and social relationships 
in late modernity.  
 
Naomi Smith is a PhD candidate in the School of Social Science, at The University of 
Queensland and is conducting research to better understand the relationship between 
friendship and Facebook in contemporary society. In doing this research she will 
investigate the influence of Facebook on how friendships are experienced and maintained. 
 
You have been asked for your help with this research by completing a questionnaire about 
your Facebook use. The purpose of the questionnaire is to ask a series of questions about 
how often you use Facebook. The information from this questionnaire will be used to try 
and build a picture about how people use Facebook. 
 
Participation 
Naomi will be trying to survey as many different types of Facebook users as possible. Your 
participation is being requested as part of this plan and is completely voluntary. Your 
name, or any identifying details will not be collected as part of this questionnaire. This 
survey should take no longer than 10-15mins. 
 
Results 
The results of this research will be used to build a picture about how Facebook affects 
social relationships such as friendship. It will also be used to develop a better 
understanding of the role of technologies such as Facebook in maintaining friendships and 
communicating with friends. Regular updates about the progress and results of this project 
will be available on Naomi’s Facebook page. Naomi welcomes your opinions and input 
concerning these updates. The project is expected to be completed in 2013.  
 
Contact Details:  
This study adheres to the guidelines of the ethical review process of The University of 
Queensland. Whilst you are free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff 
(contactable on 33365 2021), if you would like to speak to an officer of the University not 
involved in the study, you may contact the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 
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Additionally, please feel free to contact Naomi, or her supervisors, Dr Peter Walters and Dr 
Lynda Cheshire: 
 
C/- School of Social Science 
University of Queensland University of Queensland 
St Lucia, Qld 4072 St Lucia, Qld 4072 
Naomi: ph 3365 2021, email: naomismith@uq.edu.au  
Peter: ph 3365 2759, email: p.walters@uq.edu.au  
Lynda: ph: 3365 2383, email: l.cheshire@uq.edu.au 
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Appendix 6: Participant Information Form: Interviewing and Observation 
(Given to Participants) 
 
Facebook, Friendship and the Self: Social networking sites and social relationships 
in late modernity.  
 
Naomi Smith is conducting research to better understand the relationship between 
friendship and Facebook in contemporary society. In doing this it will investigate the 
influence of Facebook on how friendships are experienced and maintained. 
 
You have been asked for your help with this research by participating in an interview and 
by allowing Naomi to observe your activity on Facebook by adding her as a friend. The 
interview and observation will be conducted by Naomi, a PhD candidate in the School of 
Social Science, at The University of Queensland.  
 
The purpose of the interview is to ask you about your experiences and attitudes towards 
friendship and Facebook. By observing your activity on Facebook, Naomi aims to get a 
better idea of how people prefer to use Facebook. The information from the interviews and 
the observation will be used to try and build a picture about friendship and Facebook. 
 
Participation 
Naomi will be trying to interview and observe as many different types of Facebook users 
as possible. Your participation is being requested as part of this plan and is completely 
voluntary. With your permission, Naomi will make an audio or textual record of the 
interview, and make notes of her observations. Naomi will not use your name or any 
identifying details when reporting her findings. You are welcome to ask Naomi for a copy 
of the written transcript of the interview when it becomes available. 
 
Time and Place 
Naomi plans to conduct the interviews and observation from mid 2011 to early 2012. 
Naomi is happy to interview you in a way most convenient to you, whether that is face-to-
face at The University of Queensland (or somewhere else quiet and convenient to you), 
via Skype, email or instant messaging. The interviews will be informal, and as close to 
normal conversation as possible. Each interview should take about one to two hours. The 
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observation will take place for approximately 6-8months between late 2011 to early 2012, 
and will commence after your interview. Naomi will not be interacting with you on 
Facebook, but will unobtrusively observe what happens on your Facebook page.  
 
Results 
The results of this research will be used to build a picture about how Facebook affects 
social relationships such as friendship. It will also be used to develop a better 
understanding of the role of technologies such as Facebook in maintaining friendships and 
communicating with friends. Regular updates as to the progress and results of this project 
will be available on Naomi’s Facebook page (insert link here). Naomi welcomes your 
opinions and input concerning these updates. The project is expected to be completed in 
2013.  
 
Contact Details:  
This study adheres to the guidelines of the ethical review process of The University of 
Queensland. Whilst you are free to discuss your participation in this study with project staff 
(contactable on 33365 2021), if you would like to speak to an officer of the University not 
involved in the study, you may contact the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 
Additionally, please feel free to contact Naomi, or her supervisors, Dr Peter Walters and Dr 
Lynda Cheshire: 
C/- School of Social Science 
University of Queensland University of Queensland 
St Lucia, Qld 4072 St Lucia, Qld 4072 
Naomi: ph 3365 2021, email: naomismith@uq.edu.au, Peter: ph 3365 2759, email: 
p.walters@uq.edu.au, Lynda: ph: 3365 2383, email: l.cheshire@uq.edu.au  
 
  
What happens to your data? 
 
With your permission, your data will be stored in the Australian Social Science Data 
Archive, which means it will be preserved and used for future research purposes. The 
information below explains what will happen to your data, should you agree for it to be 
archived. If you would like to be involved in the study but do not wish to have any or all of 
your data archived, you are welcome to participate still. Please feel free to ask questions if 
you need further information on any aspect.  
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What is the Australian Social Science Data Archive (ASSDA)? 
ASSDA is a digital space for preserving important research data while also making that 
data available to other researchers conducting similar types of studies. It is managed by a 
team of university researchers and professional archivists who have experience in working 
with quantitative and qualitative material. ASSDA has been running for almost 30 years 
and now holds data from over 1,500 projects.  
 
Why archive data? 
There are many reasons why researchers would wish to store their data with ASSDA. 
First, it ensures data are kept safe and secure in the future so that people’s stories are not 
lost. Second, it increases the value of investment that you, as a participant, make to the 
research by ensuring your story is shared more widely among the research community. 
This is especially important with topics that are difficult to talk about, or groups of people 
who are hard to access, such as those who are elderly or ill. Encouraging researchers to 
share their data with each other also reduces the need to collect new data from people, 
thereby minimising the intrusion that researchers make into people’s lives. Finally, data 
archiving also helps researchers meet growing demands for enhanced accountability and 
value for money with respect to publicly funded research. 
 
Who will have access? 
Storing data in ASSDA does not mean it is freely available on the web for everyone to see. 
Instead, your data will be carefully protected to ensure that they are used by legitimate 
university researchers only. This occurs through restrictions placed on the data which 
require researchers to apply to the archive, in writing, if they wish to access it. Some data 
will have stricter access conditions than others depending on the sensitivity of the topic.  
 
What will the data be used for? 
Future researchers may wish to use your data in a number of ways – to supplement their 
own materials; to replicate an existing study; to learn about another researcher’s 
methodology; to teach research methods to undergraduate or postgraduate students; or to 
undertake a comparison over time or space. While it is difficult to predict all the different 
ways the data might be used, researchers will be required to follow standard ethical 
guidelines when conducting their research to ensure no harm comes to you as a 
participant. 
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How will confidentiality be preserved? 
This will occur in a number of ways. First, any identifying details, such as names, dates or 
addresses will be removed from written documents before going into the archive. Instead, 
researchers will know you only by pseudonym or ID number and will refer to you in these 
ways in any publications or reports. Second, audio-files will be digitally altered so that 
these identifying details are removed from the interview recording. Third, the access 
restrictions placed on the data mean that your data will not be available to just anyone, but 
to qualified university scholars who are well-trained in ethical research and who will abide 
by the code of conduct for ethical research with human subjects.  
 
Can you request to have your data removed from the archive sometime in the 
future? 
Yes. If at any time, you no longer wish for your data to be archived with ASSDA, you are 
free to request that it is withdrawn. You can do this by contacting ASSDA via email at 
assda@anu.edu.au or by telephoning them on 02 6125 4400. You may also contact the 
researcher directly if you prefer. 
 
